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 Abstract 
The thesis examines the Buddhist concept of suffering, portrayed through visual art.  
The central questions are how can art be used to understand Buddhist suffering and, 
conversely, how can Buddhist suffering be used in the creation and perception of 
visual art.  
My thesis is based on an understanding of suffering (Dhukkha) described in the Early 
Buddhist Texts. Suffering is addressed through the Khandhas; collective processes that 
recognize human subjectivity as shifting. The Khandhas show that we are just 
processes of cause and effect. The Khandhas also bridge divides between reason and 
affect, mind and body, drawing on the work of Sue Hamilton and Peter Harvey. These 
theorists describe a Buddhism that has been termed modernist, where there is a 
renewed focus on suffering.  
The 4 artworks use the Buddha’s principle metaphor for suffering; of being on fire.  
The first two suites show seated bodies burning, portraying the universality of 
suffering. The third suite has nuns standing in a panorama of gold, representing 
immanent enlightenment. The fourth suite utilizes an image of my ‘self’ as the site of 
suffering.  
The dissertation compares Dhukkha to the works of Theodor Adorno, Susan Sontag, 
Mieke Bal and Mark Ledbetter as theorists of suffering. Adorno saw the representation 
of suffering as gratuitous, reinforcing existing systems of repression. For Bal, 
representations of suffering are only possible through inflection; changing forms so 
that exploitation is removed but art remains. Buddhism however sees suffering as 
intrinsic to all representation. Ledbetter then posits suffering as one part of a larger 
process of seeing that includes voyeurism. 
Works by six artists are paired and compared to understand different ways of 
articulating suffering. Colombian artist Doris Salcedo uses materials that speak of the 
lives of people missing in war torn Colombia. In contrast Oscar Munoz uses video to 
invoke the suffering and transience of both life and images. The work of Bill Viola is 
examined to show immediacy in the apprehension of pain and suffering. Viola’s works 
are juxtaposed with Zhang Huan who uses ash to invoke existential suffering. Finally, 
 late works by Mark Rothko and Richard Serra are analyzed to understand the 
transformation and ending of suffering through abstracted forms.  
The artworks are lastly compared to a history of Buddhist self-sacrifice, including 
suicide and self-immolation. Both the artworks and these acts relate to the Buddhist 
understanding of ‘self’. Ultimately that ‘self’ is a delusion. The understanding of the 
delusion provides release from suffering, which is the aim of Buddhism. 
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Introduction 
This thesis seeks to answer two questions, in the form of visual art, and by 
dissertation. The first question asks how visual art can be used to understand the 
Buddhist concept of suffering. The second question asks how the Buddhist modelling 
of suffering can be usefully applied to understanding the creation and perception of 
visual art. The two questions are interrelated and centre on suffering. This is because, 
in Buddhism, suffering is the principal question. The Buddha stated, “I make known 
just suffering and the cessation of suffering”.1 Suffering was both the Buddha’s key 
observation and his diagnosis of the human condition.2 
The creative research component of this thesis investigates ways of making art with 
the Buddhist notion of suffering at its centre. Visual art, as will be shown by the 
creative research and in this dissertation, is a skillful way to work with the Buddhist 
conception of suffering. Visual art can expand the Buddhist notion of suffering, 
rendering both material and tangible understanding without adding more suffering to 
the world. The visual art that has been created for this project will be shown to work 
through the all the senses: the five senses of the conventional Western understanding, 
as well as Buddhism’s sixth sense, that of mind.  
Background to the research 
My working process was originally a response to news of tragic circumstances in 2011, 
the time of the Arab Spring, the self-immolation of a young Tunisian, Mohamed 
Bouazizi.  At that time, I happened to be reading The Mind like Fire Unbound: An Image 
in the Early Buddhist Discourse, an essay by the Buddhist scholar monk Bhikkhu 
Thanisarro.3 This essay foregrounds the image of fire as the key Buddhist metaphor of 
suffering (or Dukkha in the Pali language of Buddhism), which is compared to being on 
                                                        
1. Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of the Samyutta Nikaya 
(Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2000), 938. 
2. The Buddha is often represented as a doctor, particularly in the visual imagery of the Medicine 
Buddha of the Tibetan tradition.  
3. Bhikkhu Thanissaro, The Mind like Fire Unbound: An Image in the Early Buddhist Discourses (Metta 
Forest Monastery, CA, 1993), http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/likefire/index.html 
(accessed August 14, 2014). 
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fire.4 The translation of suffering will be analysed in Chapter 2. The fire metaphor is 
examined to describe what suffering is, its cause, and how it may end.  
The Venerable Thanissaro’s essay also opened up my art and spiritual practice to the 
world of the Early Buddhist Texts, the foundational Buddhist literature. I have been 
inspired by the richness of imagery used within these texts. The uses of similes, 
metaphors, and analogies of fire are widespread in the Texts and were important to 
the Buddha as a teaching device.5 To quote the Rathavinita Sutta, “So, my friend, I will 
give you an analogy, for there are cases where it’s through analogies that 
knowledgeable people can understand the meaning of what is being said”.6 
From these foundational texts, I have developed a way of understanding Buddhism as 
a soteriology derived from experience that can be understood through art. This 
conception of soteriology is not about being saved, in the Christian sense, but rather 
the process of freeing oneself from suffering. In Buddhism, salvation comes from 
within through the willingness to face the delusions of self and permanence, then 
allowing their dismantling. This is to see the suffering these delusions cause, and to 
then take responsibility for them. In this way, the “fires” of greed, hatred and delusion 
are extinguished. Over the last four years, I have created four bodies of art that 
investigate this metaphor, and which comprise the creative component of this thesis. 
The creative research involved investigation of the richness of the metaphor in terms 
of art’s materiality. I have burnt a variety of media and forms culminating in four suites 
of work that enlarge the image of suffering. In the dissertation, I will show how the 
Early Buddhist Texts, interpreted through the materiality of art, provide a different 
way of looking at the illusion of an autonomous self, and another way of 
understanding the role of affect in art. The Texts are also shown to propose alternative 
ways of thinking about the divide between reason and emotion, and mind and body, in 
art. Taking these foundational Texts as a starting point offers alternative, and deeper 
                                                        
4. Pali is the language of the Early Buddhist Texts.  
5. All three terms are used to cover variations in the ways the imagery is translated. Helmuth Hecker, 
Similes of the Buddha: An Introduction (Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 2009), 7.  
6. Bhikkhu Nanamoli, trans., The Middle Length Discourse of the Buddha: A New Translation of the 
Majjhima Nikaya (Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 1995), 243. 
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insight into these divisions as a valuable research contribution to art theory and 
practice.  
Buddhism and art practice 
Buddhism has been a major influence on Western art practices since the mid-20th 
century, as Baas and Jacob, Monroe, Pearlman, and Oates and Young, have shown.7 
Artists’ interests in this period were predominantly on Buddhist themes such as 
emptiness and Buddha-nature, particularly in 1950s and 1960s America, primarily 
through the influence of the Zen Buddhist sage, D.T. Suzuki.8 This dissertation argues 
that although suffering is the raison d’etre of Buddhism, and its primary concern, few 
of the artists associated with Buddhism, such as John Cage (1912-1992) and Robert 
Irwin (b. 1928), have made suffering a major theme in their work. Similarly, it will be 
seen that the theme of suffering does not feature in exhibitions, texts or catalogues of 
art that draws upon Buddhist principles. This is an apparent anomaly in the 
relationship between art and Buddhism, notwithstanding the claim of the curator and 
author, Mary Jane Jacob, that, “Art, like Buddhism, is a path by which we can deal with 
suffering”.9 This argument is developed in Chapter 4 – Contemporary art and suffering.  
Creative research aim 
The creative research for this thesis has been undertaken to find a way of seeing 
suffering more clearly without causing more suffering. My method has been to look at 
how the Buddha visualised Dukkha and relate this way of seeing to imagery of self-
lessness and impermanence. The aim of this project is to recognize, understand and 
respond to these conditions through art making and Buddhist practice. Art and 
spiritual practice may then become unified. To experience existence is to suffer but, in 
                                                        
7. See, for example, Jacquelynn Baas, Smile of the Buddha: Eastern Philosophy and Western Art from 
Monet to Today. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Jacquelynn Baas and Mary Jane Jacob, 
Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art (University of California Press, 2004); Alexandra Monroe, The Third 
Mind: American Artists Contemplate Asia, 1860-1989 (New York: Guggenheim Publishing. 2009) 35; 
Tony Oates and Edie Young, Smile of the Buddha; Image of Enlightenment (Canberra: ANU Drill Hall 
Gallery, 2007); Ellen Pearlman, Nothing and Everything – The Influence of Buddhism on the American 
Avant-Garde: 1942-1962 (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2012). 
8. Baas and Jacob, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 10. 
9.  Baas and Jacob, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 168. 
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Buddhism, the cessation of suffering is enabled by the recognition of our condition 
experienced through all six senses. This is not a solely intellectual understanding. My 
art making is given purpose, as one aspect, among others of my life, of a strategy to 
help diminish, if not end, suffering. This does not mean that art practice becomes 
therapy but rather a part of a holistic Buddhist practice and life. 
In my creative research, my focus on suffering follows an approach to Buddhism that 
has been labelled “modernist” or “scientific” by scholars such as Donald Lopez and 
David McMahan.10 In the modernist view, the Early Buddhist Texts are taken as the 
most authentic record of Buddhism. This is one of the reasons for this dissertation’s 
focus.11 These texts explain how we construct the self through processes called the 
Khandhas - the collective processes that form human subjectivities as static entities 
rather than as the shifting processes they are revealed to be. The Khandhas create and 
maintain the ego-self, and separate reason from emotion, body and mind. In doing so, 
suffering is caused to the individual. 
The Buddhist conception of suffering can be understood with and through the whole 
body that includes the sixth sense of mind.  We are whole bodies who can understand 
suffering by looking within our entire being. In this conception, we suffer because we 
make experience with the whole body (that includes the mind). Suffering is seen to be 
caused by greed and hatred, and the delusions of an autonomous self and of 
permanence, as a series of interrelated concepts. In Buddhism, three of these 
concepts, which are explored throughout the thesis, are conceived as the “marks of 
existence” (Tilakkhana), expressed as suffering (Dukkha), not-self (Anatta), and 
impermanence (Anicca).12  
The creative research and the dissertation aim to show how all our attempts at 
assuring ourselves of the stability and permanence of our form cause suffering. Thus, 
the dissertation and creative research place emphasis on impermanence, especially in 
the fabrication of the artworks; subsequently, the meaning of “self” is explored. The 
                                                        
10. Donald S Lopez Jr, The Scientific Buddha (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 9; David L. 
McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 5.  
11. The Early Buddhist Texts are also accessible, and not obfuscatory.  
12.  Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, 961. 
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artworks demonstrate the linkage of Buddhism’s invocation of the six senses, when 
mind is included. To see, for instance, uses the senses of both sight and mind. Through 
the Khandhas we understand that the senses are interrelated, and that both viewer 
and artwork are dependent on each other, as are reason and emotion. The 
interrelatedness of conventional dualities, which will recur throughout the 
dissertation, is represented in the term “Interbeing”, coined by the Vietnamese scholar 
monk, the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh.13 The Buddha stressed the importance of 
realising interdependence and process in existence, against immutable entities and 
solidifying dualities.14  
Overview and structure of the dissertation 
The dissertation begins by describing the processes of the creative research and their 
inspiration in images and ideas about suffering. Suffering is then examined from the 
Buddhist perspective to enable comprehension of its operations. From there, both 
Buddhist and Western theories of suffering are analysed to highlight issues raised by 
such images of suffering. A series of artworks is then considered in the light of both the 
issues and operations of suffering. Finally, the problem of selfhood, and its 
interconnection with suffering and impermanence, is considered with regard to that 
imagery.  
The dissertation is divided into five interrelated chapters. Chapter 1 – Creative 
Research provides the starting point for the research as well as the background to my 
creative practice. The chapter outlines the three bodies of artwork that are the 
outcomes of the creative research. Next, the chapter describes the inspirations for the 
work, an instance of self-immolation in the Arab Spring, and my introduction to the 
Early Buddhist Texts. The studio research and methodologies that have led to the 
suites that comprise the creative portion of the thesis are then detailed. The 
methodology incorporates my reading of the Early Buddhist Texts and from that, a 
description of what is meant by suffering in Buddhist terms is presented.  
                                                        
13. Thich Nhat Hanh, All in One, One in all: The Nature of Interbeing (Singapore: Kong Meng San Phor 
Kark See Monastery, 2004), 36.  
14. Nanamoli, The Middle Length Discourse of the Buddha, 965.  
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Chapter 2 – The deeper meaning of suffering investigates suffering more deeply as the 
key concern of Buddhism. Suffering is shown to be constructed at three different levels 
of our psychophysical makeup through the processes of the Khandhas. A series of 
individual artworks is then related to the workings of these process that cause 
suffering to show how art may be an effective way to understand the Khandhas, and 
the Khandhas to offer insight into art practice. Three interconnected levels of suffering 
are described, analysed and visualised with reference to individual artworks to build a 
deeper understanding of the Buddhist conception. It will be shown how these 
processes can provide an expanded model for the role of the emotions in art that 
integrates biological and cultural models of affect. This chapter concludes by revealing 
experience itself to be the cause of suffering, utilising the research of Dr. Sue 
Hamilton.15  
Chapter 3 – Theorising suffering considers theories and images of suffering. The first of 
its three parts outlines Buddhism’s position on suffering through the lens of 
pragmatism, time and the concept of Citta, or heart and mind. In the second part, Citta 
is compared to modellings of affect. The third part explores the writings on images of 
suffering from authors including Theodor Adorno, Susan Sontag, and Mark Ledbetter. 
More recent questions about suffering as imagery raised by theorists such as Mieke 
Bal, Elaine Scarry and Joanna Bourke are then discussed. Against this range of 
perspectives, Mark Ledbetter proposes a spectrum to encompass imagery of suffering, 
whose inclusiveness, it will be argued is more compatible with modernist Buddhism. 
Chapter 4 – Contemporary artists and suffering where the work of six artists is 
examined to build a visual lexicon for responses to suffering. The chapter selects works 
by five contemporary artists: Oscar Munoz, Doris Salcedo, Bill Viola, Zhang Huan, and 
Richard Serra, as well as the late Mark Rothko. My creative research draws on my 
direct experience of these artworks to extrapolate their affective power, and their 
mechanics in terms of the Buddhist teaching on suffering. Particular qualities in these 
works will be put forward as approaches to the visual exploration of suffering and its 
                                                        
15. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience: The Constitution of the Human Being According to Early 
Buddhism (Oxford: Luzac Oriental, 1996), 44.  
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causes. For example, In Doris Salcedo’s work, it is in the muteness of her metaphorical 
surfaces; for Oscar Munoz, impermanence is the key to apprehending representations 
of suffering bodies. Bill Viola’s work articulates the bodily physicality of suffering. 
Materiality, in the use of remnant matter and odour, and the interplay of the senses is 
crucial in the work of Zhang Huan. Finally, the selected works of Richard Serra and 
Mark Rothko are interpreted as anthropomorphic bodies with the potential to free us 
from suffering by refusing our construction of a permanent self.  
In the second part of Chapter 4 the occurrences of imagery of suffering in 
contemporary art inspired by Buddhism, are mapped, beginning with an overview of 
the work of the Awake Consortium, one of the more recent articulations and driving 
forces in the field of Buddhism and contemporary art. This leads to an identification of 
the dichotomy between individual creative practice and engaged practice that echoes 
the divide between Modernist Buddhism and more traditional, culturally-based 
strands of Buddhism. These are the divides that my creative research has attempted to 
negotiate. The Australian context for contemporary art exhibitions with a Buddhist 
thematic base is also overviewed.  
Chapter 5 – The creative works in terms of Buddhism, burning and not-self discusses 
the creative works that involve representations of bodies burning, and that are 
necessarily linked to the visual history of self-immolation in Vietnam, the United States 
and China. Self-immolation is located alongside the Buddhist conception of Anatta 
(not-self). The histories and meanings of images of self-immolation are examined to 
see how each relates to and differs from my work. My art practice is established as 
being affected by these histories, and while self-immolation figures in it only 
metaphorically, questions that it raises about the meanings of self are explored. The 
resonance of creative works with the Early Buddhist conception of not-self is shown. 
The conclusion to the dissertation then follows. 
A note on sources 
The dissertation and creative research draw on the work of writers from several fields. 
The area of the Early Buddhist Texts includes the work of Sue Hamilton, and that of 
Peter Harvey, author of The Selfless Mind: Personality, Consciousness, and Nirvana in 
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Early Buddhism. Both these researchers have proposed the view that experience itself 
is the cause of suffering. The paper also utilises the work of two scholar monks for 
translations of the Texts. The translations are primarily those of the scholar monk 
Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi, but also those of the Venerables Bhikkhu Sujato and Bhikkhu 
Thanissaro.16 For the consolidation and schematization of Buddhist history I have 
referred to Stephen Batchelor, James Benn, David Loy, and Richard Gombrich, among 
many others. A history of self-sacrifice in Buddhism is developed through the work of 
Michael Biggs, Richard Gough, Sallie B. King and James A. Benn. All have considered 
incendiary acts within a Buddhist context in different ways. For the critique of the 
Awake Consortium, I have drawn on the work of Jennie Klein. Ruth Leys and Bruno 
Latour’s responses to writings on affect have been important in bringing together the 
wide range of approaches to affect that can be constructively contrasted to Buddhist 
principles.   
 
 
                                                        
16. Venerable and Bhikkhu are honorific terms for Buddhist monks and nuns. 
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Chapter 1 – Creative Research 
This chapter provides the background to the creative research, namely the initial 
influence of the Arab Spring, and then the Early Buddhist Texts. Both were visual 
catalysts for finding materials to work with and experimenting with burning imagery. 
The theoretical research is considered in terms of the Texts themselves: their form and 
accuracy; and the framing of our subjectivity. In turn, this research led to exploring the 
potential for a kind of imagery that unifies the senses. Ultimately, it has led to different 
ways of realising the role of affect in art and conceiving of the mind/body dichotomy. 
The creative research is about articulating a visceral, embodied experience of suffering 
that can be seen and felt. The works are intended to enable release from suffering by 
bringing about our awareness of it. I do not want to make gratuitous images of 
suffering by adding more suffering to my own, and the world’s life through art; there is 
already enough. To make suffering through art would be abject and repellent, rather 
than transformative. The key to transformation is awareness of extant suffering.  
My artistic interest in the Buddhist conception of suffering comes from the confluence 
of personal loss, my experience of chronic pain from Forestier’s Disease, and my 
introduction to the Early Buddhist teachings on suffering. The creative work has 
emerged from this convergence. Like other human beings, my life has been 
characterised by an underlying and persistent tendency to avoid sickness, old age and 
death. Initially, this was as a young gay man in the 1980s and 1990s trying to create 
and secure a gay identity against the backdrop of death and disease caused by 
HIV/AIDS. There was an “I” that thought I had some mental power over friends’ 
illnesses and deaths. Inevitably, we are all confronted with morbidity and mortality in 
our lives. These are universal experiences and are characterised in the apocryphal 
story of the Buddha’s life.1 
In the late 1990s I came across Buddhism and its analysis of life’s questions. I was first 
taught the first Noble Truth of Buddhism, that life is characterised by suffering and 
that notions of self and identity cause this suffering. I was affronted and confronted by 
                                                        
1. Jackie Menzies, Buddha: Radiant Awakening (Sydney: Art Gallery of NSW, 2001), 21. 
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these ideas. They went against much that I had been exposed to and absorbed through 
gay culture and politics. Very gradually, I gained insight into this understanding of 
suffering in my own life, and then the Buddhist methodology for ending that suffering.  
The teachings have led me to more deeply understand the processes of my heart and 
mind. By observing these processes I have become aware of my own delusions. One 
grand delusion is the idea that there is a separate, unique and stable self. This is 
manifestly challenged in the creative work. The figures are shadows of me, disfigured 
actually and metaphorically by burning. Making these works and studying the texts has 
allowed me to glimpse key movements of the heart and mind. In particular, it has been 
the movement that pushes away deeper awareness of my inevitable death. The work 
is in part a visualisation of the fear and anguish surrounding my own mortality. 
The creative research has developed across the three bodies of work that make up the 
thesis. All three bodies of work are arrangements of cardboard sculpture-silhouettes 
that have been gilded, shellacked and then, burnt. The first suite of figures was made 
in two iterations. Both versions of the first suite represent the many (Figures 1 and 2). 
They show a range of human forms in sitting meditation positions and represent the 
universality of suffering. The figures are still vital and represent a state of being alive to 
suffering rather than annihilation through burning.2 
                                                        
2. This is an important difference for Buddhism that will be investigated in Chapter 5. 
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Figure 1.1. Lachlan Warner, The 1st Forest (detail), 2014. Sydney: Conny Dietzschold Gallery 
The second iteration of the sitting works was an expansion, refinement and 
consolidation of the first, developed for the New Contemporaries Exhibition at Sydney 
College of the Arts Gallery in later 2014 (Figure 1.2).  
 
Figure 1.2. Lachlan Warner, The 2nd Forest (detail), 2014. Sydney: SCA Gallery 
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The third suite in the thesis series was created with the help of Buddhist nuns and 
monks who posed for the work (Figure 1.3). The imagery shows them as similarly 
burnt, but standing in a panorama of gold, symbolic of their immanent enlightenment. 
This body of work was also exhibited at SCA Galleries. 
 
Figure 1.3. Lachlan Warner, The 3rd Forest, 2014. Sydney: SCA Gallery 
The final suite of images, exhibited for examination, is based on my own silhouette. 
These images represent the processes that I must fully recognise so as to see the 
dissolution of my own suffering. It is not possible to exhibit the three earlier suites as 
part of the examination due to space limitations. Instead, smaller images of these 
earlier works are presented here. Larger images of these suites are included as 
appendices.  
Background to the artworks 
In 2007, I exhibited Buddhas of the Five Directions (Look within, thou art Buddha) in 
the exhibition, Smile of the Buddha.3 This work was the last of a series of foil-based 
                                                        
3. Tony Oates and Edie Young, Smile of the Buddha, (Canberra: Drill Hall Gallery, 2007). 
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works that started with Vitrine, 2001. Later works such as Buddhas of the Five 
Directions (Figure 1.4) played on the evanescent quality of the foil and the illusion of a 
concave space appearing convex. The bodies were negative spaces in a visual play on 
the illusion of self.  
 
Figure 1.4. Lachlan Warner, Buddhas of the Five Directions (Look within, Thou Art Buddha) 
2007. Drill Hall Gallery. 
 
In this work, I investigated the Zen idea of Buddha Nature. From this concept comes a 
popular Zen saying, and the subtitle of the work, Look inside, thou art Buddha.4 I also 
worked for the first time with actual meditators in the construction of the figures 
rather than focus on the Buddha form as I had been done previously. The shape and 
pose of each sitter in the lotus position signified Buddhism, but distinguishable from 
the traditional Buddha form. The work was constructed of coloured Easter egg 
wrapping foil, but by that point the foil had reached its physical limits. Ultimately, I was 
                                                        
4. Christmas Humphries, ed., The Wisdom of Buddhism (London: Curzon Press Ltd, 1987), 22. The 
aphorism, in the style of a Zen koan, is also attributed to Blavatsky by Bhikkhu Shravasti Dmahhika, 
htp://sdhammika.blogspot.com.au/2008/04/misquoting-buddha.html/ (accessed 4 April, 2017). 
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unsatisfied with the Smile work. Though the work had evanescent qualities, it lacked 
fragility and indeterminacy. Because of this, the creative research continued with 
other materials, later including cardboard, with which I casted seated meditators using 
papier-mâché techniques. 
The influence of The Arab Spring and Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation 
At the beginning of 2011, I was holed up in a guesthouse in the town of Mae Sot, north-
western Thailand. I had picked up some bug which made me very sick and I wasn’t 
going anywhere.  I only had an old satellite TV for company and Al Jazeera was the best 
signal the TV could pick up. All I could do was lie in bed and watch the events of the 
Arab Spring unfold. I was shocked and disgusted by what I experienced through the 
broadcasts. I was also appalled and fascinated by what I did not see, and what I 
remembered.   
The network was reporting that people were self-immolating. On Tuesday, 4 January, 
2011, Mohamed Bouazizi, the man who was to be the spark that lit the Arab Spring 
uprising, died at the Ben Arous Burn and Trauma Centre in north-eastern Tunisia. 
Bouazizi died from burns to 90% of his body.5 Eighteen days earlier, on Friday, 17 
December, Bouazizi had set himself alight. He had self-immolated as a personal protest 
against an oppressive regime that had closed down his street fruit-selling business and 
stripped his family of its livelihood. His overwhelming act quickly became a rallying 
point for protest. He became a martyr; streets are now named after him (Figure 1.5). 
His actions and that of other protestors helped ignite the Arab Spring, the series of 
political protests that swept across North Africa and the Middle East. 
                                                        
5. Media reports suggested that Bouazizi’s burns were treatable, and that he could have been saved had 
Tunisian authorities acted quickly. “Tunisia revolt sparked by a police slap”, The Australian, 19 January, 
2011. 
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Figure 1.5. Mohamed Bouazizi Place, Paris, France 
Self-immolation is an act that has been seared into my memory. I grew up during the 
latter part of the American war in Vietnam. I vividly remember the shock of the image 
of the Vietnamese monk, The Venerable Thich Quang Duc, self-immolating in 1963. It is 
an image that still shocks me, and I am sure others, to the core. 
The influence of Thanissaro’s essay on the Early Buddhist Texts  
Coincidental to the horrific events of 2011, I was reading an essay by the Buddhist 
monk Thanissaro Bhikkhu, titled The Mind like Fire Unbound: An Image in the Early 
Buddhist Discourses.6 The essay discusses the Buddha’s use of the metaphor of 
burning, describing the human condition as that of suffering. Fuelled by the three 
Buddhist poisons of attraction, aversion, and delusion, suffering is akin to being on fire. 
The essay stresses the imperative that we urgently put out the metaphoric fire of 
suffering. To do this, we need to metaphorically remove the fuel that feeds the fire. 
The images of persons being on fire, from both Bouazizi’s devastating act and the 
Buddha’s teaching now appeared to me as a way out of a creative impasse I 
experienced with the foil work I had left behind in Australia.  Here was the essence of 
Buddhism, and here was how suffering could be visualised. Flames and burning could 
also bring together other important concepts of Buddhism such as process, mutability, 
fragility, evanescence and impermanence. Each could be now be investigated and 
developed in the studio. The Buddha’s teaching, or sermon, from which the Venerable 
                                                        
6. Bhikkhu Thanissaro, The Mind like Fire Unbound: An Image in the Early Buddhist Discourses (Metta 
Forest Monastery, CA, 1993), 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/likefire/index.html/ (accessed August 14, 2014). 
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Thanisarro Bhikkhu (monk) drew from is called the Adittapariyaya Sutta, or Fire Sutta 
(teaching). The Sutta begins:  
Bhikkhus, all is burning. And what Bhikkhus, is the all that is burning? The eye is 
burning, forms are burning, eye-consciousness is burning, eye contact is 
burning, and whatever feeling arises with eye contact as condition - whether 
pleasant or painful or neither-painful-or-pleasant, that too is burning. Burning 
with the fire of lust, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of delusion, burning 
with birth, aging, and death; with sorrow lamentation, pain, displeasure and 
despair I say.7  
This Sutta is considered the third of the formal teachings of the Buddha, after the 
foundational Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta which is then followed by the second 
teaching, the Anattalakkhana Sutta, or lesson on the investigation of the quality of 
not-self that will be visualised and analysed in Chapter 5.  
The first teaching, the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta provides the schema for the 
Buddha’s pragmatic worldview, a view solely concerned with the three layers of the 
processes of being that cause suffering. The second teaching, the Anattalakkhana 
Sutta provides the schema for the Buddha’s questioning of an independent self, 
developed through the principle of impermanence. It is the not-self (Anatta) mark of 
existence.  The third Sutta, the Adittapariyaya Sutta, then introduces the principal 
metaphor for the condition of suffering, that of being on fire.  
The fire image and metaphor are the basis for the creative works. The Fire Sutta had 
several layers of meaning at the time of the Buddha, as Venerable Thanissaro and 
Richard Gombrich both note.8 The metaphor of fire was important first of all because 
of its ritual status in the Vedic culture of the time. This status continues in Hindu 
ceremonies to this day. Fire, originally in the form of the Vedic God Agni, was 
worshipped at the time of the Buddha as one of the three principal deities of 
                                                        
7. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: The Connected Discourses of the 
Buddha: A New Translation of the Samyutta Nikaya (Somerville, Massachusetts: Wisdom Publications, 
2000), 1143. 
8. Bhikkhu Thanissaro, The Mind Like Fire Unbound; Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, 111. 
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Brahmanism. The other deities were Varuna, the water deity and Indra, the sky deity. 
Since fire was a deity, there were fire sacrifices, fire offerings, and the constant 
tending of the ritual flames of the temple or domestic shrine. Irrespective of 
circumstances, the sacred flames must be tended daily.9 
These traditional meanings and the image of fire were deliberately inverted by the 
Buddha in the Fire Sutta as a way of questioning the powers that were ascribed to 
external ritual. The contemporary Vedic schools, particularly the Mimamsa School,10 
were focused on outward and liturgically correct rituals as the means to liberation 
from suffering (and the cycles of rebirth). In contrast, The Buddha deliberately 
disregarded outward ritual to focus on internal awareness, thus intentionally turning 
the reliance on ritual inside out. What is considered outside the body is important; 
external ritual has a place.  It is the rituals within that are critical. The release from 
suffering is only to be achieved through internal investigation and not through 
prescribed external ritual. It is the quality of our heart and mind that give us release 
from suffering. Fire is transformed in the Sutta from an object of worship into a 
metaphor for our suffering.11 This is the fire that needs to be extinguished.  
Clinging to the processing of our sensory inputs is the issue, as the next chapter, on the 
meaning of suffering, describes. Like a catastrophic bushfire that suddenly engulfs our 
home, our sense-processing selves are metaphorically burning!12 The house is also a 
metaphor of the self often used by the Buddha.13 A house constructed of wood 
analogises our construction of self and an individual identity. The fear of fire also 
                                                        
9. These rituals are still one of the primary duties of the Brahman priestly caste in modern Hinduism and 
can be observed throughout India. 
10. Sue Hamilton, Indian Philosophy: A very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
64. 
11. In the same way, the Buddha reiterated an inversion of the status quo by referring to anyone 
seeking release as a Brahmin, a noble one. The term had in the past referred exclusively to a member of 
the hereditary priestly caste. The meaning of Brahmin is now resituated to mean any seeker of release 
from suffering. The exclusive rights and controls of the Brahmanic caste and their ceremonies were 
deliberately critiqued. 
12. Another variant of the metaphor of the self on fire is a house on fire, as in the Dvejana Sutta: “When 
one’s house is ablaze, the vessel taken out is the one that will be useful to you, not the one that is burnt 
inside”. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Anguttara 
Nikaya, 250. 
13. Helmuth Hecker, Similes of the Buddha: An Introduction, trans., Venerable Khantipalo (Kandy, Sri 
Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 2009), 28. 
CHAPTER 1: CREATIVE RESEARCH 
10 | P a g e  
needs to be understood in terms of the early Gangetic culture, in which homes were 
built of thatched roofs with open fires burning inside and out. There was a real and 
urgent danger of the house burning down that most of us don’t experience today, with 
our smoke alarms, fire regulations and fire brigades.  
The final result of this awareness of the conditions amenable to fire is what Bhikkhu 
Bodhi translates as disenchantment and dispassion towards the self.14 The full 
realization of this process of not fuelling is extinguishment, known as Nibbana (Pali), or 
Nirvana in Sanskrit. Nirvana, in common English usage, is often imagined as some kind 
of other-worldly paradise. Nibbana, however, translates as the here-and-now 
extinguishment of delusion and attachment to processes of self-making.15 Rather than 
feeding the combustion, the Buddha described the situation where the flames of 
delusion are not fuelled. The Fire Sutta deliberately does not suggest a sense of 
annihilation, but of the fire being smothered. There is no suggestion of sentient beings 
being extinguished. The fuel must be removed so that the flames of attraction, 
aversion and delusion are not encouraged. In Gombrich’s interpretation, we stop 
“feeding the fire”.16 
In the Kukkula Sutta the Buddha further developed the fire metaphor and re-states the 
idea of attachment using the image of embers: “Bhikkhus, form is hot embers, feeling 
is hot embers, perception is hot embers, volitional formations are hot embers, 
consciousness is hot embers”.17 Again, there is a sense of a potential in the image of 
embers; embers can be fanned and fed. They sit ready to reignite the fire of suffering, 
as the embers of a bushfire can.  
                                                        
14. Bhikkhu Nanamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., Bhikkhu Bodhi, ed., The Middle Length Discourse of the 
Buddha: A New Translation of the Majjhima Nikaya (Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 
1995), 225. 
15. Monier-Williams, M. “A Sanskrit-English Dictionary: Etymologically and Philologically Arranged with 
Special Reference to Cognate Indo-European Languages”, http://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-
koeln.de/monier/ (accessed May 1, 2015). 
16. Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, 115. 
17. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 976. 
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Studio research in Australia 
Bouazizi’s extreme act that sparked the Arab Spring uprising prompted my initial 
creative research when I returned to Australia, where I also began to investigate the 
Suttas. The initial experiments used paper casts of meditators. The paper figures were 
then torched, varying from being slightly charred to completely burnt. It was in some 
ways a personal-political protest, but it started to have greater reverberations in terms 
of Buddhism and the Suttas. I initially chose to photograph, rather than video the 
burning papier-mâché figures. Filming seemed to too closely resemble documenting an 
actual act of self-immolation, a process that too intensely recollected the image of the 
Vietnamese monk Thich Quang Duc self-immolating.18  
 
Figure 1.6. The Second Question of Thich Quang Duc. Lachlan Warner, 2012, Muswellbrook 
Regional Gallery   
Notwithstanding several permutations of these forms and processes, the creative 
research became a visual cul-de-sac; the works were too abject - the sense of 
                                                        
18. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5 in relation to the idea of self. 
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destruction overwhelmed all else. More importantly, lacking sufficient interruption 
and observation of the processes, they did not offer any resolution. There was no 
transformation of suffering represented. The works were too direct, suggesting 
annihilation without giving any sense of the liberating potential of not fuelling the 
metaphorical fires. They were also uninflected and lacked visual poetry. The ideas 
were still interesting, but further experimentation was necessary. 
Eventually I found that relief sculptures worked better than three-dimensional effigies. 
The human image was less literal and more inflected in the relief sculptural form. 
However, as static, flat figures, they needed more visual intensity. The imagery also 
needed richer, visceral surfaces. The next step was to go back to using the signature 
foil chocolate wrapping, but since this didn’t easily burn, that worked neither visually 
nor practically. Gradually, gilding emerged from the research as a way of making the 
figures both evanescent and combustible. This also recalled working in Thailand, 
where temples are often ostentatiously tiled and gilded. Gilding was found to produce 
rich and affecting surfaces, particularly when shellac was applied, ostensibly as a 
protective coating. After progressively refining the making processes, the first suite 
was produced as part of my thesis research.  
A consistent process quickly emerged. For the first two suites, I asked Buddhist 
meditators to pose for me in meditation posture, and they kindly agreed. The scale of 
the work grew rapidly when I asked several lay Buddhist groups in Sydney to help me 
make the silhouettes. I would attend the group meditation sessions with the 
permission of the monk or group leader, explaining my processes and ideas. Group 
members posed so that I could make the outline sketch. In front of a large sheet of 
cardboard, each person would sit or kneel in their preferred way of sitting for 
meditation. The postures varied from traditional cushion sitting or kneeling on a stool, 
or a chair (as I do). While they sat, a silhouette image of them was traced onto the 
cardboard. These resulted in the first and second iterations of the initial suites - 
approximately 80 figures in total. The Buddhist groups included the Association of 
Engaged Buddhists, the Indonesian Buddhist Society, and the Sri Lankan Buddhist 
Group of North Parramatta under the guidance of the Venerable Sujato.  I thank them 
all for their willingness to help.  
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The method involved making an exposure using a data projector placed behind the 
sitter. The projector light can be focused and corrected for scale and parallax error by 
adjusting the lens and bulb. The dimensions of the trace were an accurate 
representation of the sitter’s proportions. The sharpness of the image depended on 
the sitter; some sitters are able to stay still, others adjust their positions quite a lot. 
Like the action of a camera, each trace is a momentary view of a person, a trace of the 
sitter held in time and space. 
In the second suite, the traces were figures of monks and nuns. These subjects I had 
stand to give a stronger sense of their stature and presence. I was fortunate to have 
the assistance of the nuns of Chua Phuoc Hue temple in Wetherill Park and the nuns of 
Santi Forest Monastery in Bundanoon. These images were shown at the SCA Galleries 
in September 2014. 
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Figure 1.7. Studio Shot: work in progress. 
For the fourth series, for examination in conjunction with this dissertation, the focus 
was turned directly onto my own form and the notion of my “self”. The images are all 
taken from my silhouette, recorded at different times and places. I would ask friends 
and colleagues to create the exposure trace for me as I stood still. Each pose was 
recorded twice to pair the front and back of each figure.  (The third suite for 
examination has double-sided forms, but in the earlier suites all figures were made as 
one-sided, showing the raw cardboard backs).  
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The postures featured in the third examination suite range from standing to kneeling, 
a movement through to the poses found in the cycles of Buddhist devotional practices. 
The viewer encounters outer standing silhouettes and, moving further into the space, 
the bending and kneeling poses. After the traces were documented onto cardboard 
sheets, the resultant figures were hand-cut from the backgrounds. Some fine detail 
was lost in this process but this was not a concern given the greater loss that would 
occur in the later burning phases. In all three suites I can mostly recognize the people 
who had posed earlier from their physiognomy. This was important to me in terms of 
my relationship with the people who gave of their time. More importantly, there is a 
relationship to actual bodies for the viewer. I also recognise aspects of myself in the 
third suite − my height, large ears and bald head: a lingering sense of a self. Some 
people who know me will recognise me in the work, others not. What is important is 
the repetition of certain details that suggest a particular person, whether that is a 
head, neck or shoulder. These are details that the viewer uses to establish 
personhood, albeit that it is personhood tested by flame. 
Materials research 
Cardboard was chosen both for its perishability and its combustibility. Corrugated 
cardboard is impermanent, soft and fragile. It burns easily because of the corrugations, 
and will also decay because it contains wood tannins and acids. I have tried to reuse 
discarded card where possible for reasons of sustainability and accessibility. The 
cardboard was sourced mostly from whitegoods retailers and electronic whiteboard 
installers.   
The cut cardboard figures were then prepared in the studio by shellacking and gilding. 
The process of gilding is itself meditative and cannot be rushed. The mind needs to be 
slowed to meet both the materials and the body figure. The Schlagmetal gold leaf is 
temperamental, reactive to changes in both temperature and humidity. It must be 
handled in an area with little or no air movement. The gold leaf was sourced in 
Bangkok, where is it is used in the manufacture of large mass-market Buddha statues, 
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and ceremonial furniture for temples.19  Commercial gilding is normally conducted on 
hard surfaces that can be prepared with layers of bole and sizing. These procedures 
give a smooth, even, and slightly porous surface so that the final gold finish is as 
smooth and lustrous as possible. Although cardboard is soft, uneven and very 
absorptive, this only slightly reduces the lustre.  
After gilding, each gold-leafed figure was then shellacked twice before being 
assembled with its double for the first burning stage. The shellac was applied 
deliberately roughly to give the surface a slightly painterly effect, with the surface 
gaining depth and nuance with the signs of brushwork, drips and runs evident. Some 
care has been taken to ensure some sense of pictorial unity across the four suites, 
particularly in the latter suite. The gold leaf positioning and shellacking are both 
intentionally irregular to create surface interest. An unburnt figure could be visually 
independent, with its rich warm gold tone and the comforting settling order of the grid 
of gold sheets. There is also an attachment to them because of the time and effort 
involved in making each one.  
The burning of each figure pair was done in four – five stages, depending on the 
progress of the flames. Chance and weather plays an important role, since wind and 
humidity affect the fire’s taking. The figure burning processes are manipulated by 
adding accelerants, such as methylated spirit, or retardants, and techniques such as 
using hand-held blowtorches for the flame. The methylated spirit was sometimes 
diluted with water to produce different burning and bubbling effects.  
It is confronting to put a flame to an image of myself. The burning process is an 
arrestment of self and an acknowledgement of impermanence and the suffering 
caused by thinking otherwise. I am vicariously letting the flames attack my self. The 
burning involves the uncontrollability and vicissitudes of life, as well as the rising and 
falling away of phenomena, the flow of being and the reality of birth and death.  
                                                        
19. Bamrung Muang Road, Bangkok, near Wat Suthat, is the centre of Buddha statue production and 
sales. 
CHAPTER 1: CREATIVE RESEARCH 
17 | P a g e  
The final degree of burning for each pairing I determined by a combination of 
physiognomy, gesture and chance. The burning could be controlled to only a limited 
extent, but could vary wildly with each figure within that limit. Apart from responding 
intuitively to circumstances in the environment, I had also to work with my levels of 
attachment to the shape and to the surface created through gilding and shellacking.  
As I engage with each figure and its posture I am keenly aware of the figures as images 
of a self; myself. I am aware that I like some shapes more than others and make 
choices about how far I am prepared to let the burning go into those aspects of the 
image that I relate to as self. The process demands some rapid choices in terms of 
artistic resolution. I am both intrigued and alarmed when I am within the process 
because of its unpredictability. There is also an identification and clinging to a quickly 
disappearing image.  
The working process was not an act of self-immolation, however, occasionally I would 
completely lose a figure to the flames. Nor did it become a political protest, as acts of 
self-immolation have historically often been. It was a vicarious way of teasing out my 
senses of self. Using effigies of the self, my purpose was to help shock this self out of 
itself. 
Each pairing of figures are arranged so that the viewer can walk through them, be 
close to them, and even touch them. As people walk through the field of figures they 
are likely to touch one or two. As wisps of gold and ash cling to their clothes or flicker 
in the airflow created by movement, the fragility of the figures is obviated. There will 
be multiple viewpoints and dimensions to be experienced in the walk-through; no one 
singular controlling gaze that can take in all of the figures: there are too many. A 
witness to the work needs to directly negotiate with the figures, both individually and 
in small groups. They need to manoeuvre through them and past them. The viewer will 
also smell them, in wafts of dirt and ash, olfactory remnants of burning. The work 
engages smell, taste, touch and sight in interconnection. The smell of smoke can touch 
your nose, mouth and skin. The smell can make the viewer feel dirty, drawing out mind 
forms of their histories. Nose, skin, eyes and mind interact, and are unified in the body 
in this moment. This is what the creative works strive for. To be otherwise, in the 
Buddhist view, gives rise to suffering. 
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Researching the Early Buddhist Texts 
The creative thesis is underpinned by a shift in focus in my creative research from Zen 
Buddhism to Early Buddhism. I have not rejected Zen and its texts but rather sought 
their clarification through the Early Buddhist Texts. What Zen does like no other form 
of Buddhism is to provide an essence of Buddhism through its modelling of T’ang 
Dynasty poetry.20 Thus, at points through the paper I have included Zen poems. I have 
also used the poetry of the Sufi mystic Rumi to expand and enrichen my clarification of 
Buddhist thinking for my studio research. The research also marks a journey between 
two of the main schools of Buddhism; Mahayana Zen and Thai Theravada. I have not 
sought to place one tradition above the other, nor one religion over another. The goal 
has been to emphasise the commonalities of Buddhist traditions through their 
foundations and shared history in the Early Buddhist Texts.21  
The focus on the Early Buddhist Texts is an attempt to distil an essence of Buddhism, 
that is, to understand and eliminate suffering. The texts are drawn from the records of 
the Buddha’s teaching prior to doctrinal splits and later sectarian differences. The four 
volumes (Nikayas) within the Pali Canon have been my primary sources.22 The Nikayas 
are the records of the Buddha’s discourses arranged by length − short, medium or 
long. The fourth Nikaya is the Samyutta Nikaya, connected discourses that are 
arranged by theme. Within the connected discourses are chapters called the 
Khandhavagga and Nidanavagga. These chapters are considered the most original and 
authoritative Buddhist source material available on both the Khandhas and Dependent 
Origination, both central to this paper.23  
                                                        
20. Alan Watts, Beat Zen, Square Zen, and Zen (Massachusetts: Literary Licensing, LLC,  
2011), 3. 
21. The Early Buddhist Texts are part of what is known as the Pali Canon, the basis of Theravada 
Buddhism and a primary source for Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. 
22. These texts are the stylised words of the historical Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, recorded originally 
as memorised chants in the Brahmanic fashion. These chants were later recorded as text, in 150 BCE. 
The earliest surviving written texts are Gandharan and date from the 1st century CE. 
23. Bhikkhu Sujato and Bhikkhu Brahmali, “The Authenticity of the Early Buddhist Texts”, Oxford Centre 
for Buddhist Studies. http://ocbs.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/authenticity.pdf/ (accessed May 20, 
2014). 
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The Pali Canon itself can be, and has been used to argue various positions. The scholar 
monk Bhikkhu Bodhi underscores this when he writes of the Buddha himself: 
Depending on our biases and predispositions, we may choose to regard the 
Buddha as a liberal ethical reformer of a degenerate Brahmanism, as a 
great secular humanist, as a radical empiricist, as an existential 
psychologist, as the proponent of a sweeping agnosticism, or the precursor 
of any intellectual fashion that meets our fancy.24 
As with any body of literature, the Early Buddhist Texts can be differently 
interpreted. The Buddhism that has developed directly from the Nikayas is a 
“philosophy of experience”, according to Gombrich.25 From this idea, Hamilton 
has further constructed Buddhism as a “philosophy of process” in her work, 
Identity and Experience. 26 While many esoteric forms of Buddhism have 
developed since the time of the Buddha,27 their core, or essence, is what is 
important here. The essence is the processes involved in questions of “how” and 
the deliberate avoidance of questions of “what”. Buddhism provides a 
soteriology derived from process based on experience. It is process that is key, 
not ideas in and of themselves. At its core, Buddhism is epistemological, not 
ontological.  
By exploring the Suttas, I have been exposed to their rich veins of metaphors. The 
metaphors have also shifted the way that I work as an artist. The metaphors employed 
by the Buddha that have been used in this paper are contained in the Suttas, the 
following teachings in particular: 
• Anuruddha Sutta 
• Culasakuludayi Sutta 
• Culamalunkyovada Sutta 
• Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 
                                                        
24. Bhikkhu Bodhi, In the Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali Canon (Boston, 
Wisdom Publications, 2005), 43. 
25. Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, ix. 
26. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience - The Constitution of the Human Being According to Early 
Buddhism (Oxford Luzac Oriental, 1996). 
27. Bhikkhu Sujato, Sects and Sectarianism: The Origins of Buddhist Schools (Taipei: The Corporate Body 
of the Buddha Education Foundation, 2006), 14.  
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• Gilana Sutta 
• Gotami Sutta 
• Kalama Sutta 
• Mahaparanibbana Sutta 
• Rohitassa Sutta  
• Titthiya Sutta  
• Upanisa Sutta  
• Vakkali Sutta 
The approach I have taken in researching the texts has been described by scholars of 
Buddhism such as Lopez and McMahan as modernist.28 The modernist Buddhist 
approach stresses the empirical and is compatible with Western Enlightenment 
humanism. Modernist Buddhism is less interested in the cultural traditions embodied 
in rituals, myths and visual histories, as Lopez describes: 
Modern Buddhism seeks to distance itself from those forms of Buddhism 
that immediately precede it and even those that are contemporary with it. 
Its proponents view ancient Buddhism, especially the enlightenment of the 
Buddha 2,500 years ago, as the most authentic moment in the long history 
of Buddhism. It is also the form of Buddhism, they would argue, that is 
most compatible with the ideals of the European Enlightenment, ideals 
such as reason, empiricism, science, universalism, individualism, tolerance, 
freedom, and the rejection of religious orthodoxy. It stresses equality over 
hierarchy, the universal over the local, and often exalts the individual over 
the community.29 
Lopez has also described this approach as scientific, as a drive to return to some idea 
of a purified and objective Buddhism. In his work, The Scientific Buddha,30 Lopez 
                                                        
28. Professor Donald Lopez is Professor of Buddhist Studies at the University of Michigan. David 
McMahan, Professor of Religious Studies at Franklin & Marshall College in the United States, charts a 
similar path for modernist Buddhism in his work: David McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). He grounds these tendencies as being first influenced by 18th 
Century European Romanticism with its focus on the individual, as well as 19th century American 
Transcendentalism and its distrust of traditions. 
29. Donald S. Lopez, Forward to The Gospel of the Buddha According to Old Records (Chicago: Open 
Court Publishing Company, 2004). 
30. Donald S. Lopez Jr., The Scientific Buddha, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012). This emphasis 
on the Early Buddhist Texts also situates me in what Stephen Batchelor has described as Protestant 
Buddhism. In using the term Protestant, Batchelor has compared a tendency in some Buddhisms of the 
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argues there are both losses and distortions for Buddhism as it has been adapted and 
transformed in the West. Both categories are attempts to find the “authentic” 
Buddhism”.31 Buddhism is rightly called an absorptive religion and does not exist 
except within any particular culture with people teaching and practicing it. Thus, in the 
case of a contemporary Western Buddhism, it is Western modernity and post-
modernity. Buddhism now exists within transnational Westernised cultures that 
incorporate Enlightenment ideas, modernity and scientific culture. Modernist 
Buddhism stresses a release from suffering rather than mystical experience. It is 
arrived at with the deepest awareness and understanding of the concept of 
Dependent Origination. From that awareness comes the careful deconstruction of the 
self. 
The tendency towards reaching an essence of Buddhism that Lopez describes is also 
not particular to post-Enlightenment Western scientific culture. Rather, it is a recurring 
characteristic of Buddhism itself that can be observed over its more than two millennia 
of history. From the 2nd century scholar monk Nagarjuna to the 13th century Zen 
master Dogen, and in more contemporary times with the Venerable Thich Nhat Hahn, 
Buddhists have regularly returned to the Early Texts to refocus on the most salient 
teachings of the Buddha.32 This recurring characteristic can most recently be seen in 
the Japanese school of Critical Buddhism that emphasises rigorous logic over tradition 
in the Japanese context.33 
The emphasis here on the Early Texts rather than cultural traditions needs to be 
balanced against the singular oneness of Buddhism, notwithstanding its varied cultural 
and historical forms. There is a much-quoted passage from the Uposatha Sutta in 
which the Buddha articulates the universality of the truth of suffering with the 
                                                        
West to those of Sri Lanka and Burma that have emulated the Protestant ideals and structures of the 
Western Reformation within Buddhist communities. 
31. Lopez proposes an argument against such a rationalist, Modernist and Scientific Buddhism by 
quoting from the Great Discourse on the Lion’s Roar Sutta to reinforce this. 
32. Stephen Batchelor, Verses from the Centre: A Buddhist Vision of the Sublime (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 2000), 137.  
33. Jamie Hubbard and Paul L Swanson, Pruning the Bodhi Tree, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
1997), 165. Critical Buddhism is a radical trend against any reification of Buddhist concepts, particularly 
the idea of Buddha Nature, and against some mystifications such as in Japanese Nichiren and Zen 
Buddhism.  
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metaphor of salt: “Furthermore, the great ocean has one taste, the taste of salt.”34 The 
adaptation to modernity and science does not have to be seen negatively. It is the 
natural acclimatisation of Buddhism across national and cultural lines, as has been 
occurring over centuries. The creative works are my attempt to acclimatise Buddhism 
to the world as I experience it. 
Authenticity of the Texts 
The authenticity and accuracy of these Early Buddhist Texts is not presumed. Scholar 
monks such as Bhante Sujato and Bhante Brahmali have compiled detailed arguments 
for the veracity of these core texts, particularly those in the Samyutta Nikaya or 
connected discourses.35 The monks Sujato and Brahmali situate the Suttas in terms of 
a historic, philosophical and cultural milieu that support their authenticity. They have 
cross-referenced the Pali Canon against the equivalent early Chinese Agamas and 
Tibetan texts.36 Charles Allen, in his work on the Indian Emperor Ashoka (268- 232 
BCE), provides historical evidence for the Texts, taken from the pillar and rock edicts, 
created during Ashoka’s reign.37 
Use of translations 
To understand the Early Buddhist Texts, I have had to rely on translations of the 
original Pali. Similar to any translation, the interpretation is inflected through the 
knowledge of the translator and the time and place of translation. Thus, there are 
ongoing disagreements and improvements in and between scholarly translations that I 
have needed to negotiate. I have generally relied on the translations of the scholar 
monk Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi, who is regarded as one of the leading translators of 
the Early Buddhist Texts into English. Other scholars such as Richard Gombrich criticise 
                                                        
34. Bhikkhu Thanissaro, trans., Uposatha Sutta. 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.5.05.than.html “Uposatha Sutta: Uposatha”. Access 
to Insight (Legacy Edition), 3 September 2012. 
35. Sujato, Bhikkhu and Bhikkhu Brahmali. “The Authenticity of the Early Buddhist Texts.” Oxford Centre 
for Buddhist Studies, http://ocbs.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/authenticity.pdf/ (accessed May 20, 
2014).  
36. www.suttacentral.net Bhikkhu Sujato is and co-author of the website which compares early versions 
of the Texts with their Chinese, Tibetan and Pali sources.  
37. Charles Allen, Ashoka: The Search for India’s Lost Emperor (London: Little Brown, 2012), 37. 
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his translations as being scrupulous to the point of missing metaphorical nuances.38 
However, I find Bhikkhu Bodhi’s directness and rigour important as it adds emphasis to 
the urgency of the issues at hand. I have chosen translations that emphasise the 
visceral character and urgency of the Early Buddhist Texts and Zen chants. A 
comparison can be made between two translations of the Rohitassa Sutta, from the 
Samyutta Nikaya, that highlights these emphases. The scholar monk Thanissaro 
Bhikkhu translates a key passage of this Sutta as:  
Yet it is just within this fathom-long body, with its perception & intellect, that I 
declare that there is the cosmos, the origination of the cosmos, the cessation of 
the cosmos, and the path of practice leading to the cessation of the cosmos.39   
In comparison, Bhikkhu Bodhi translates the passage as:  
It is, friend, in just this fathom high carcass endowed with perception and mind 
that I make known the world, the origin of the world, the cessation of the 
world and the way leading to the cessation of the world.40 
Among numerous differences in the translations, the words carcass and world are 
significant in how we understand their meaning and intent. To describe the physical 
body as a “fathom high carcass” is urgent and compelling.  A carcass has none of the 
warmth, familiarity and self-possession that body usually suggests to us. Knowing the 
body rather as a carcass is both more visual and visceral. It is a form that we clearly 
know to infer decay, as the paintings of Soutine and Bacon attest. In general, the 
Suttas continually downplay any potential infatuation with the body. It is hard to 
romanticise a carcass, as opposed to a body. The carcass is urgently, simply and 
directly a form of flesh, fat, sinew and bone. Similarly, the use of world as opposed to 
cosmos is important in understanding the sphere of the senses that our carcass 
occupies. World is a more immediately apparent sense sphere than cosmos, which 
suggests a more nebulous space. 
                                                        
38. Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, 114 
39. Bhikkhu Thanissaro, trans., Uposatha Sutta, Access to Insight, 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.5.05.than.html/ (accessed November 4, 2015).  
40. Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, 158. 
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The Monier-Williams Sanskrit and Pali Dictionary has been used for the etymology of 
specific terms such as Dukkha (suffering) that will be analysed in the next section of 
this chapter.41 On several occasions I will use several translations of specific words and 
passages, to give a stronger sense of the urgency of the processes that the Buddha 
taught. In the process of unpacking the metaphors of the Suttas, I have also developed 
my own understanding of some key terms.  
The meaning and use of the term suffering  
It is first essential to comprehend the term suffering. This can be achieved through its 
history, translations and imagery. The English term is a translation of the ancient Pali 
language expression Dukkha. Dukkha is to be understood as a process rather than a 
state. As with translations of other key Buddhist terms such as Dhamma, there are 
nuances that are lost in the single English word. Professor Richard Gombrich, the 
former Boden Professor of Sanskrit, Oxford University, emphasises the necessity for 
variations in translations, due to context.42 Some writers on Buddhism wisely choose 
not to render Dukkha into English at all, so as not to close off its depths of meaning.  
Dukkha can be initially comprehended through its etymology. The expression is derived 
from its two roots in Sanskrit which are Duh and Kha.43 The first part of the word, Duh, 
gives a sense of process that is not good, accurate or true. The intent is also to infer 
processes that are not metaphorically sweet, since the opposite of Duh in Sanskrit is Su, 
meaning sweet, right or good.44  Kha, in turn, means an opening or a space such as the 
hole in a wheel where the axle fits. The combined terms create an image of a wheel in 
motion that is not turning well or not running truly. The reference to axles and wheels 
also relates to another important metaphor in the Early Buddhist Texts, of the ox cart.45 
The ox cart represents the human body as an amalgam of old and worn parts strapped 
                                                        
41. M.A. Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary: Etymologically and philologically arranged with 
special reference to Cognate Indo-European languages, http://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-
koeln.de/monier/ (accessed May 1, 2015). The dictionary is based on the work of the second Boden 
Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford University, Sir Monier Monier-Williams.  
42. Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, 10.  
43. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary. 
44. The English word sugar is derived the Sanskrit word Su. 
45. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta, 1230. 
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together under the strain of constant motion. It also imparts the sense of an ever-
present suffering, as the cart trundles along with great difficulty. 
In a more contemporary sense, Dukkha is like a car with bad wheel alignment. It is in 
need of service; the ride is unpleasant, the car shakes and is dangerous to drive. When 
the car is stationary this is not a problem but the purpose of ox carts and cars is to 
move, not simply stand. Again, since Dukkha is not a state or an entity but a process, it 
must be understood as a verb rather than a noun. It is a process not working well, and 
also experiencing and knowing it is not working well with and through the whole body. 
Suffering also has an important sense of enduring. 
There are several translations of Dukkha used by writers on Buddhism. Suffering is the 
more widely used, most notably by the scholar monk Bhikkhu Bodhi.46 This translation 
is used throughout the dissertation. However, it is useful to also consider alternatives 
for additional nuance in the overall understanding of Dukkha. For instance, Dr Sue 
Hamilton, in Identity and Experience uses unsatisfactoriness.47 Unsatisfactoriness gives 
a sense of disappointment, of not being good enough in comparisons to alternative 
ways of being; it can also be linked to being unsatisfied, to wanting more. This wanting, 
in turn, suggests the underlying conditions of attraction (desire or greed), one of the 
three poisons of Buddhism, or the destructive mental states that cause suffering.48 
Overall, in the context of the Suttas, the translation of Dukkha as unsatisfactoriness 
doesn’t impart a sufficient sense of the urgency and immediacy of suffering. Neither 
does it give an indication of the strong thirst involved in the feelings of desire that 
create Dukkha. Furthermore, unsatisfactoriness sits more strongly on the mental side 
of a mind body split, whereas Dukkha must be related to the whole body.  
Writer and translator Stephen Batchelor has invoked anguish as a translation in his 
work Buddhism without Beliefs.49 The term is undoubtedly strong. Anguish brings a 
                                                        
46. Bhikkhu Bodhi is the former President of the Buddhist Publication Society, founded in Kandy, Sri 
Lanka in 1958, and one of the world’s major publishers on Buddhism. He has produced widely respected 
translations of three Nikayas.  
47. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience, 206.  
48. The other two poisons are hatred and delusion.  
49. Stephen Batchelor, Buddhism without Beliefs: A Contemporary Guide to Awakening (New York: 
Riverhead Books, 1997), 21. 
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significant, immediate existential quality to mind suggesting suffering felt in the whole 
of the body in a mental and physical response to unsettling events, such as in the 
wringing of hands. Nonetheless, anguish lacks necessary depth and subtlety, and 
doesn’t capture the deep-seated levels of existential pain implicit in Dukkha. The 
American scholar monk Thanisarro Bhikkhu has translated Dukkha as stress.50 Stress 
suggests a tension to existence, which is important for the idea of Dukkha. It also, 
however, gives a sense of separation between mental stress and physical stress 
responses in the body which is unhelpful in understanding Dukkha, because there is no 
workable division in Buddhism between mind and body.  
There are important visual references within the Suttas that also describe Dukkha. One 
of the most prominent images is that of the Petas, or hungry ghosts (Figure 6).  Petas 
are mythological creatures that inhabit the earth, though they are visually located in 
the hell realm of the Tibetan Buddhist Wheel of Life image. Petas are most often found 
in forbidding forests and charnel grounds. Although their appetites are insatiable, their 
extraordinarily long and thin necks are so constricted that their hunger and thirst 
(greed) can never be satisfied. They look starved and bony with enormous distended 
malnourished bellies and skin hanging from their frames. Their demeanour is that of a 
wholly wanting body, evoking a neediness that is at the heart of Dukkha.  
                                                        
50. Thanissaro, Bhikkhu. “The Mind Like Fire Unbound: An Image in the Early Buddhist Discourses, 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/likefire/index.html/ (accessed August 14, 2014). 
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Figure 1.8. Hand scroll. Ink on paper, Japan: Late Haian Period. Japan: Kyoto National Museum 
 The nature of suffering is illustrated throughout the Suttas, notably in the story of Kisa 
Gotami based on the life of the Buddhist nun, Gotami.51 Here, a distraught mother Kisa 
Gotami takes her recently deceased child to the Buddha seeking his help in bringing it 
back to life, as the Buddha is reported to have special powers. The Buddha tells her 
that he can help her, but first she must bring him some mustard seed (then, and now a 
staple of the Indian kitchen), but only mustard seed from a household where no one 
has ever known death. In the search for these elusive seeds Kisa Gotami realises that 
death is everywhere, and inevitable. She gains some release from the immediate 
existential suffering of her child’s death, and becomes a student of the Buddha. We 
                                                        
51. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 223. 
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see that suffering is thus everywhere and inevitable. It is the pain of existence as we 
try to avoid sickness, old age and death, and cling to senses of a permanent self.  
Dukkha is then an existential characteristic of suffering in our lives that is characterised 
by anguish, stress and unsatisfactoriness. It is one of Buddhism’s three marks of 
existence, along with Anicca (impermanence) and Anatta (selflessness). These three 
marks indicate how phenomena need to be seen and understood. An awareness of 
selflessness and an understanding of impermanence lead to the end of suffering. 
Conversely, all attempts at creating and maintaining notions of permanence and 
selfhood will cause more suffering.  
I have used the creative work for this thesis to find beauty in the evanescence of 
existence. I am aging, as everyone ages, and I suffer as everyone suffers. Seeing into 
this suffering through the making of the figures of the creative work has had the effect 
of a beginning to breaking down the separation between my self and others. The 
artworks and paper are, therefore, a Buddhist journey to both find myself and forget 
myself, and to deepen my art practice and understanding of visual art. A journey such 
as this may be deemed religious; if so, it is not in any orthodox way. Similarly, the art 
that I have made as part of this process I have described is neither conventionally 
religious nor outwardly Buddhist.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has laid the ground for the thesis in terms of creative research and this 
dissertation. Three suites of creative work have been developed for the thesis, the 
third of which is submitted for examination. Commentary on fire imagery in Buddhism 
has been foregrounded. The chapter has outlined the material processes of making the 
work, as well as the centrality of the Early Buddhist Texts in establishing my position as 
a so-called modernist Buddhist. Finally, the key issue of suffering has been fully set 
out, and alternative translations examined. The next chapter looks more deeply at 
what the Buddha meant by this most salient concept. 
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Chapter 2 – The deeper meaning of suffering 
The second chapter investigates the Buddha’s meaning of the dis-ease of suffering. The 
different layers of meaning in suffering are explored and individual art practices related 
to their understanding. Speaking of the awareness of the conditions of suffering in our 
lives, that we must necessarily choose to let go, the late Thai Buddhist master Achaan 
Chah said:  
There are two kinds of suffering, the suffering that leads to more suffering, and 
the suffering that leads to the end of suffering. If you are not willing to face the 
second kind of suffering, you will surely continue to face the first.1 
Religions ask different questions of life as Stephen Prothero has argued in his book, 
God is Not One.2 The Buddhist traditions posit that the question of life is suffering. 
Once suffering is seen and understood it may then be reduced and removed so that a 
person can achieve a way of being in this life called Nibbana (Nirvana in Sanskrit). 
Nibbana means the extinguishment of the metaphoric fire of suffering and thus, 
freedom from it.  
One of the Buddha’s early students, named Anurudha, asked the Buddha to summarise 
his philosophy in the simplest terms. This the Buddha did by saying to him: “Formerly 
Anurudha, and also now, I make known just suffering and the cessation of suffering”.3  
This sentence presents the Buddha’s teaching at its most elemental and direct. It is 
typical of the brevity and pragmatism that mark the verses of the Early Buddhist Texts, 
though the Texts themselves are repetitive because of their verse-chorus format. The 
statement is non-speculative and to the point. The Buddha and Early Buddhism is 
interested only in two fundamental concerns. First, that suffering is our lived 
                                                        
1. Jack Kornfield and Paul Breiter, eds., A Still Forest Pool: The Insight Meditation of Achaan Chah 
(Wheaton, Illinois: Theosophical Publishing House, 1985), 33. 
2. Stephen Prothero, God is Not One, (Melbourne: Black Inc.2014.), 14.   
3. The quotation comes at the conclusion of the Anurudha Sutta (the Anurudha teaching) of the 
Samyutta Nikaya, one of the five volumes, or Nikayas of the Buddha’s teachings that make up the Early 
Buddhist Texts. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of 
the Samyutta Nikaya, 938. 
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experience. Second, that there are ways of ending this suffering. 4  Suffering must be 
clearly seen as a symptom of our condition and not an end in itself.  
The predicament of suffering is firstly summarised as the Four Noble Truths which are 
part of all forms of Buddhism. They are described in the Mahavagga in this way: 
“Now this, bhikkhus [monks], is the noble truth of suffering…“ 
“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the origin of suffering…“ 
“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering…“ 
“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation 
of suffering…“5 
The first recorded teaching of the Buddha, the Dharmacakkappavattana Sutta outlines 
this pragmatic philosophy, and begins to explain it. Here, Buddha declares at the outset 
that, “… birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering”.6 
Our bodies endure both physical and mental discomfort through these phases. The 
Sutta then moves to a deeper level by highlighting the more profound processes of the 
heart and mind that cause existential suffering, “… union with what is displeasing is 
suffering; separation from what is pleasing is suffering; not getting what one wants is 
suffering”.7 The processes of attraction, aversion and delusion are described as the 
three poisons of Buddhism, alternatively, the forces of greed, hatred and delusion. 
Conventionally thought of as mental states, as the Sutta progresses the poisons are 
                                                        
4. Unlike the pessimistic view that has been promulgated by 19th century German philosophers such as 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, and more recently by Pope John Paul II, which focuses on the diagnosis 
rather than the cure. Both misconstrued Buddhism as a form of nihilism in part because of poor 
translations (See Roger-Pol Droit, The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the Buddha (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 11-16. John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1994). Donald S. Lopez, From Stone to Flesh: A Short History of the Buddha (University of 
Chicago Press, 2013), 200. 
5. The expanded form of the Four Noble Truths (or the Truths of the Noble Ones) appears in the first 
formal teaching of the Buddha, the Dhammcakkapavattanna Sutta, in Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 
1845.  
6. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1843. 
7. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1843 
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situated in the whole body.8 This is because the dual categories of mind and the body 
are inextricably one in Buddhism.  This will be described further on with the concept of 
Citta. The Sutta then summarises what are now three levels of suffering: the phases 
from birth to death, the forces of attraction, aversion and delusion, and finally, the five 
aggregates, the most important level. 
“Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, aging 
is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering; union with what is 
displeasing is suffering, separation from what is pleasing is suffering, not to 
get what one wants is suffering; in brief, the five aggregates subject to 
clinging are suffering”.9 
The interrelationship of these three levels is a given. A “self” is created at each level − 
the delusion we have that ourselves are stable, unchanging entities. The third plane of 
suffering is the most important, and is at the core of the creative research. This level of 
suffering is summarised in Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta above as the “five 
aggregates subject to clinging”. The preceding qualifier, the “in brief” of the quotation, 
positions these aggregates as the nub of the problem of suffering and as a summation 
of the other two levels of suffering. In the context of this thesis, it is at this level that art 
will be related to the processes of suffering.  
The Khandhas 
The Khandhas are those parts of experience that create a sense of self. Using the 
Khandhas, it will be established here that experience itself is both the cause and end of 
suffering. This chapter will conclude with speculation about what art might be like 
outside the confines of experience. 
The Five Clinging Aggregates model the operations of our heart and mind that are 
unique to Buddhism. These are the Khandhas, the five processes that constitute what 
can be thought of as our subjectivity but with the explicit inclusion of bodily senses. 
                                                        
8. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Anguttara Nikaya 
(Massachusetts: Wisdom Publications, 2012), 289. These states are elaborated on in the Titthiya Sutta. 
9. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of the Samyutta 
Nikaya, 1844. 
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Pearlman has demonstrated that the Khandhas have been poorly understood in 
relating art to Buddhism, particularly by artists in the 1960s.10 A clearer understanding 
of processes is needed for their effective application. This forms part of the 
investigation of the Buddhist modelling of suffering that the thesis aims to answer. The 
Khandhas can be used to understand the creation and the perception of visual art, and 
visual art can, conversely, be a useful device to apprehend the Khandhas.  
The Khandhas describe the processes of registering and responding to external and 
internal phenomena, in which the senses are understood as sense spheres. A sense 
sphere combines a sense organ, sense object, the consciousness of both, and the three 
poisons of attraction, aversion and delusion. Each of the six senses is part of a sense 
sphere and each sphere interpenetrates the others, particularly the mind sphere.  
The Pali term Khandha is most often translated into English using the term aggregates, 
and this is used by Bhikkhu Bodhi in his translations. However, it gives no sense of an 
aggregating process. It is also lacks visual coherence. I therefore propose that a term 
such as bundlings is a more accurate, if clumsy, alternative. 
The Sanskrit etymology is more revelatory.11 Khandha originally held the practical sense 
of process in the bundling of firewood, collected and carried home. It referred to the 
actions of bringing together a mass of combustible items such as twigs or straw. The 
bundles were regularly created by moving about and collecting wood that were later 
pulled apart for the making and stoking of fires, the ritual fire and the cooking fire. As 
such, bundle is not a static entity, but as part of the fire-making process where it is not 
fixed in purpose or action. Bundling is the operation of a movable and adjustable pile in 
a state of flux, not stationary and unused; a set of actions rather than the idea of a 
stable entity.  
The word Khandha itself predates the time of the Buddha. It appears in earlier 
Upanishads, as do the other terms that are involved with the Khandhas such as Rupa 
                                                        
10. Ellen Pearlman, Nothing and Everything – The Influence of Buddhism on the American Avant-Garde: 
1942-1962, (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2012) 108.  
11. M.A. Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary: Etymologically and philologically arranged with 
special reference to Cognate Indo-European languages, http://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-
koeln.de/monier/ (accessed May 1, 2015). 
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and Vedana.12 What is significantly different in the meaning of Khandha in the 
Upanishads is that the Buddha distinctively refers to them as Upadana Khandha, or 
clinging aggregates. Upadana in reference to the aggregates is usually translated as 
“clinging” but it also has a meaning as “fuelling”, again related to the idea of gathering 
materials to make domestic fires.13 The inherent danger of fire under a thatched roof 
links to the key image of fire that is the theme of the Addittapariyaya Sutta, outlined in 
Chapter 1. In that context, fire is turned from something sacred into an object of fear. 
Upadana is the compound of the Pali terms Upa and Adana. The conjoining deepens an 
understanding of the quality of clinging. The term Adana can be understood by 
contrasting the opposing word in both Sanskrit and Pali, Dana, or the process of freely 
giving. Giving freely, or generosity, is one of the five core ethical precepts of Buddhism. 
In contrast, Adana means an ungenerous and selfish taking or holding back. The 
Sanskrit adverb, Upa is then added on as an intensifier to the base Adana.14  Together 
the parts indicate clinging, greed, grasping and withholding.  It is, then, a sticky clinging 
attachment to phenomena, including adhesive ideas of self that cause us suffering. In 
our grasping, we create selves that, in turn, cause us more suffering, in a continuous 
cycle. Thus, Upadana Khandha should be thought of as captivating, seductive processes 
that metaphorically burn us; a fuelling clinging bundling dangerous bonfire of 
delusions. It is like playing with fire. 
There are five different clinging Khandhas listed in the Khandavagga. They are 
translated as form (Rupa), feeling (Vendana), perception (Sanna), mental reaction 
(Sankhara) and consciousness (VInnana), using Bhikkhu Bodhi’s translations. Each of 
these five Khandha can be conceived of as overlapping aspects of the whole bundling 
process. The Khandhas are the changeable and changing processes that fabricate a 
sense of self. Together, they constitute the psychophysical delusions through which I 
mistakenly experience what is an empirical changing self as a transcendent permanent 
self, or soul. The self, I, or ego is in reality a constant bundling process. The observation 
and awareness of each of the processes of the Khandhas is the examination of the 
                                                        
12. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 48. 
13. Richard Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, 115. 
14. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary. 
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illusion of a cohesive self and a cohesive thread of being. Through examination, and 
developing awareness of what is actually happening the self can be understood as 
insubstantial.  
Each of the Khandhas also requires to be understood as working as the six senses of 
Buddhism, where mind is considered a sense along with the five bodily senses. The 
inclusion of mind as a sense in part creates the difference between the modelling of the 
Khandhas and that of affect, which is discussed in the next chapter. Affect is often 
reliant on the Cartesian split of mind and body that emphasises either mind or body. 
Such categorising is antithetical to Buddhism, as understood through the Early 
Buddhism Texts.  Rene Descartes’ I think therefore I am becomes thoughts and feelings 
persuade me that there is a self. This is the illusion that a dispassionate observer 
witnesses fixed entities whereas, in reality, we are merely processes. 
The Khandhas are both cause of suffering and the tools for its cessation as the quote 
from Achaan Chah indicated earlier. They are ways to investigate the other two marks 
of existence in Buddhism, not-self and impermanence. The use of the Khandhas in 
Buddhist practice is about observing reactions in sense contacts, and not becoming 
involved in stories, which are contained in the mind sense.15  Stories are what the sixth 
sense of mind creates as entities, as mind objects. We then think these stories as “us”. 
Buddhist practice is about reaching the point where the clinging Khandhas lose their 
sticky attachment. In exploring the Khandhas, a Buddhist embarks on a journey through 
the depths of the heart and mind in which one layer of an insubstantial self is peeled 
away to reveal another. In these processes, a substantial self is neither created nor 
experienced. The senses are simply sense spheres of sensor and sensed. This is 
succinctly described in the Bahiya Sutta where the Buddha addresses the demands of 
the sage Bahiya by teaching that:  
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In reference to the seen, there will be only the seen. In reference to the 
heard, only the heard. In reference to the sensed, only the sensed. In 
reference to the cognized, only the cognized.16  
Nothing more is added to the various sense spheres as happens with the Khandhas, 
and a sense of self is neither created nor reinforced. Seeing is to register the seen, 
hearing needs only the heard, touching only touch, and so forth. From these actualities, 
the sense of an autonomous self begins to peel away.  
With consciousness, or Vinnana (awareness of) the visual can be examined as that 
formed (Rupa), as well as felt (Vendana), identified (Sanna) and discerned (Sankhara). 
In these processes, the imaging of suffering then becomes transformative rather than 
abject. Working with either one is an ethical choice. Seeing and knowing these 
processes allow us to understand both internal and external phenomena. We can know 
these phenomena as marked by suffering as we cling to them. We can also have 
freedom from suffering as we see them and let go. 
Rupa 
The first of the five clinging Khandhas is termed Rupa in both Pali and Sanskrit. It is 
often translated as “name-and-form” or “mentality and materiality”. Name-and-form 
conjures up a sense of known matter, things or objects with constructed sense of 
identity, solidity and permanence. The clinging to what are contingent and arbitrary 
qualities is part of how suffering is manifested. Rupa is a play on words in the Pali and 
can be translated as form but is better understood as processing by using verbs such as 
forming, formed and deformed. Similarly, the Buddhist scholar Alan Watts said: “There 
are no nouns in the physical world. There are no separate things in the physical world, 
either. The physical world is wiggly”. 17 Rupa, or name-and-form, is wiggly. A reference 
to this wiggliness is used in the Suttas to describe a dispassionate stance towards the 
body as well as any notion of solidity and permanence:  
                                                        
16. “Bāhiya Sutta: Bāhiya” (Ud 1.10), trans., Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 3 
September 2012, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.1.10.than.html. 
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And why, Bhikkhus, do you call it form? ‘It is deformed Bhikkhus, therefore 
it is called form. Deformed by what? Deformed by cold, deformed by heat, 
deformed by hunger, deformed by thirst, deformed by contact with flies, 
mosquitoes, wind, sun and serpents. ‘It is deformed,’ Bhikkhus, therefore it 
is called form.18 
 
The Sutta is pointing to the unpleasant aspects of the body, to counter any infatuation 
that we might have with our form and the idea of form. It challenges how we relate to 
our bodies. It is a body but only in process - coming together and falling apart. Name-
and-form needs to be constantly negotiated. It is easy to be seduced by our body as we 
continually attempt to create a sense of self with it. Thus, in the creative works, 
multiple images of changeable forms accentuate their deforming. I can imagine my 
body in an attempt to give it form as an image of a static entity onto which I can project 
views of permanence, onto what are actually processes of deformation and decay.  
Rupa, understood as mutable materiality, can be analysed using the four elementals 
that are, similarly, processes rather than entities. These can be expressed as: solidifying 
and dissolving instead of a static earth element; breathing in and out instead of the 
wind element; and heating and cooling instead of fire and flowing instead of static 
water. Mental forms exist in the mind that have these characteristics too. It is the 
observation of the processes of thinking rather than an entity called thought (noun). 
When I try to concretise these mental processes as ideas and concepts and cling to 
them, things start to go wrong and this is where suffering starts.   
Visual art, related to ideas of process and materiality, can be used to understand the 
Buddhist modelling of suffering. Artworks provide visual metaphors, in this case, for 
Rupa. They allow us to see form’s changeability and insubstantiality. The re-imaging of 
name-and-form as an instance of Rupa can be seen in Lin Yilin’s performance work, 
Safely Manoeuvring across Lin He Road, 1995.19 In this work, Lin Yilin slowly moved a 
stacked wall of concrete bricks, one brick at a time, from one side of the road to the 
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other (Figure 1). As well as the work’s quixotic humour, its allusion to Sisyphus’ task, 
and commentary on urban development, it is also an expression of the instability and 
process that is involved in what we think of as form. What is conventionally considered 
solid, stable and delimiting becomes an arduous process of exercising a moving wall. 
The rigidity of wall is questioned as the idea of wall becomes fluid and process-bound. 
In allowing ourselves into the flow of the work, the wall is not established and 
perceived as static. The work highlights the transience of wall. The wall is still there, as 
are the bricks, but they can also be experienced and understood as processes. Any wall 
can then be seen as built at one point, pulled down at another, and changeable in the 
interim. The phenomenon of the name and form of the wall can be found to be lacking 
the substance we ascribe to it. We cannot cling to it or its divisions. Playfulness is even 
possible with such a thing called wall. We can see it unconventionally, as something 
that doesn’t divide or delimit, but simply as a construction. Our clinging to the name 
and form decreases the more we look at the work. Wall as barrier is softened; the 
concept of a separate self is loosened, as is, ultimately, the differentiation between self 
and other. Through that release we do not cause suffering but gain some release from 
it. 
 
Figure 2.1. Lin Yilin, Safely Manoeuvring across Lin He Road. 1995. 90-minute Performance, 
Guangzhou. 
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The artwork forming the creative research for this thesis allows the grasping, desiring 
and clinging to a particular form begin to loosen their grip. The figures are literally 
falling apart in from of the viewer’s eyes. Specks of gold and pieces of ash will get on 
the viewer’s clothes. Parts of the bodies will fall off. With that loosening comes insight 
into impermanence.   
In the Khandhavagga, the Buddha describes each of the Khandhas using a range of 
water and plant metaphors. Each is a recurring image of flux, process and 
insubstantiality. The three water based metaphors resonate with Heraclitus’s river of 
change.20 Rupa is described using a metaphor of the foam seen floating on the surface 
of a large waterway, usually coming from tributary swamps.21 It seems to be a mass of 
something, but this mass is marked by instability in a swirling, ever-changing quality of 
form. Its existence and changeability depends on the fast-flowing masses of water that 
creates it and breaks it apart. Masses combine and separate as the waters that carry 
them eddy around. Our bodies constantly change like the foam of the river and, 
likewise, the bodies in the creative works are impermanent, as are all bodies. I may 
want my self to endure through these artworks, but they will not and I will not. The 
focus on the construction of an unchanging body causes suffering and will cause even 
more as long as this illusion of permanence is maintained. If we see, examine and 
understand the processes we will find that this body, in constant flux, cannot provide 
the permanence we crave. Our suffering is the result of our clinging to permanence.  
Buddhism understands the individual as the embodiment of change, thus the creative 
works signify the body and its mutability, in part, through burning. Similarly, the idea of 
the unchanging soul is constantly questioned in this reality of change. This differs from 
the eternalist vision of the Jains, for example, in which a soul eventually separates from 
the body, or of the Charvaka materialists.22 
We create subject and object rather than the process of seeing that which needs the 
seen, and the seen that needs the seer. Instead of these processes of interrelation, we 
                                                        
20. For Heraclitus, everything involves change such that a person can ever step into the same river 
twice. See Ninian Smart, World Philosophies (London: Routledge, 2000), 127. 
21. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 951. 
22. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1845.   
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think of things as separate from ourselves with the clinging Khandha of form. This is a 
delusion that causes suffering. The removal of suffering is to see the reality of non-
duality. This is to be empty (Sunna) of form and self, as outlined in the Sunna Sutta of 
the Samyutta Nikaya.23 
Vedana 
The second Khandha is termed Vedana (Pali), widely translated as feeling. The 
Venerable Sujato defined Vedana as “… the hedonistic tone of experience that 
stimulates reactions of attraction, aversion or indifference”.24 An experience of form is 
established in the heart and mind; feelings are then made from it, as like, dislike or 
indifference. This Khandha is related to two of Buddhism’s three poisons − greed and 
hatred. They are the forces pulling things we like towards us and repelling those we 
don’t. This is the affective Khandha involving much of how we consider art in terms of 
personal judgements. Affect, then, must always be a consideration of art. 
As a visual metaphor in the Suttas, the aggregate of feeling is described using a water 
metaphor of the bubbles that form when rain strikes a body of water such as a river or 
lake. The bubbles are potentially attractive - they can delight, reflecting and refracting 
light as they sit on the surface. However, they are also as hollow and insubstantial as 
the foam in the previous metaphor. More importantly, the life of each bubble is 
ephemeral. We are quickly attracted to another because we want that pleasant, 
though fleeting, feeling to go on. It is the urge to experience pleasant sensations and to 
continue feeling them. Conversely, we try to stop and repel unpleasant sensations. We 
may also become aware of our indifference to unexciting sensations that do not 
distract us. The basic stickiness or craving for pleasant feelings continues, causing 
suffering. A sense of physical and psychic separation is similarly formed by this action of 
liking or disliking something. As this choice is strengthened we feel ourselves as the 
egoistic I, as a discrete judging and thus, unique, entity.25 As with Rupa or form, 
                                                        
23. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1163. 
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consciousness is involved with feelings as discernment in the process of liking and 
disliking. 
Liking and disliking in experiencing art can be understood through the experience of 
taking in the whole, then gradually its parts. As we find things in an artwork, our likes 
and dislikes vary and our opinion of the whole changes. The artwork can be a 
palimpsest of our feelings. Damien Hirst’s 1993 installation at the Mattress Factory in 
Pittsburgh is a case in point. Titled Bad Environment for White Monochrome Paintings, 
the work was created using his sealed room technique, with four 2-metre square white 
canvases within it (Figure 2). At a distance, the work and its surrounds seem attractive, 
clean and considered. It is a minimalist installation, not unlike the works of Robert 
Ryman sealed inside a pavilion by Dan Graham. Moving closer, the viewer sees that the 
images are actually covered in flies and maggots. Flies have stuck to them and died. 
Along with the canvases in the sealed glass room, there are regularly replenished food 
and water supplies for the maggots to grow into flies, so they quickly spread out over 
the adhesive surfaces of the canvases. One of Hirst’s principal interests is death, of 
which he said in 2011:  
But in a way, it (death) makes life brighter: you go back into the darkness and 
get the hell back and feel invigorated. I think all art is about that, really. I don’t 
think there’s art that isn’t about death.26  
Here, it was the death of thousands of flies, stuck to the canvas and recorded. Life 
continues, of course, through the maggots that the flies produce. It is repellent. Against 
the re-cognition of previous feelings of attraction sit more urgent feelings of disgust. 
Against both is an unsettling prurient fascination with the process. It is not a work from 
which you walk away unaffected. The push and pull of materials are manifest. This is 
what Hirst often does with his different media, be it encased animals or insects. It is a 
game that he plays to draw us in and experience a strong reaction. This is the aspect of 
Vedana made manifest in art. 
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Figure 2.2. Damien Hirst, Bad Environment for White Monochrome Paintings, Mattress Factory, 
Pittsburgh27 
I would contend, however, that this is not per se a Buddhist sensibility. The artwork’s 
affective qualities are abject, not transformative, for the viewer. The mind-body split 
that also comes into play, will be discussed further in the section on affect. 
Sanna 
The third Khandha is Sanna which is translated as perception or identification. It entails 
a conceptual labelling, again working with the last Khandha, consciousness.  In the 
Khandhasamyutta, the Buddha outlined Sanna or perception: “It perceives, Bhikkhus, 
therefore it is called perception. And what does it perceive? It perceives blue, it 
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perceives yellow, it perceives red, it perceives white”.28 Sanna is then “noticing, naming 
and conceptualizing, as well as the perceiver and the perceived”.29 It has the sense of 
creating agreement, delimitation and identification, as the forming and discriminating 
of the labelling process. It is labelling, but, as the Venerable Thich Nhat Hahn observes: 
“Where there is perception, there is deception”.30 We perceive things and give them 
name and form, creating in our minds solidity and stability where none exists. 
Identification and naming are thus convenient tools that can be taken literally without 
considering the transitory nature of both name, namer and named. In early Buddhism, 
Sanna was investigated using Kasina meditation described in the Anguttara Nikaya.31 In 
this practice, the meditator focuses on a large coloured disk for a length of time, 
observing that any identification and knowing of that colour falls apart. What we see as 
a blue disk slowly dissolves and we see other colours as well. Later, the idea of colour 
itself dissolves, and all we are left with is change. 
James Turrell’s Ganzfeld, 2014, at the National Gallery of Australia, relates to this 
change in sense of perception (Figure 3). The work is of interest in terms of the other 
Khandhas but here, the focus is on Sanna. The title of Turrell’s work comes from a 
German term in psychology that means a complete field of vision. In the artwork, the 
viewer enters a large room and understands the space as solid walls of one particular 
colour. It soon changes, with the entire room slowly becoming a field of green, then 
blue, and so on as the viewer remains in the space. The walls and the colour seem to 
retain substance at each turn, to have mass, particularly the recessed end wall. But, as 
the LED lights shift, that perceived form changes colour. The viewer identifies, labels, 
and conceptualises what they see as a thing that is a green, red, or blue room. We 
crave something solid to rest on but what we find in the work is a beautiful and 
changeable illusion.  Likewise, we deceive ourselves in thinking we are a stable and 
permanent perceiving self. The craving for stability through discernment of form is 
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where suffering inheres. We create things, objects and subjects, and thus, boundaries 
where there are none.  
 
Figure 2.3. James Turrell, Ganzfeld, installation, 2014, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra 
In the Khandasamyutta, Sanna is described using the metaphor of the mirage. I can see 
it a mirage, and identify it as water. I can then be drawn to it, thinking it will offer 
respite from thirst. But the identification falls away as I move closer and see it dissolve. 
Sanna, as ephemerality, is a tool for artists to shift the ground on which both artist and 
viewer stand. What the viewer can do is let the ground shift and allow themself to be in 
flux, dropping preconceptions, and knowing that there is only change. 
Sankhara 
The fourth of the clinging Khandhas is Sankhara, often translated as mental reactions, 
although Bhikkhu Bodhi translates the expression as “volitional formations” − mental 
tendencies, as well as the choices involved with intentions, mental constructions and 
plans. This construction occurs across all five Khandhas as the Khandhasamyutta 
explains:  
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And why bhikkhus, do you call it volitional formations? ‘They construct 
the conditioned,’ therefore they are called volitional formations. And 
what is the conditioned that they construct? They construct conditioned 
form as form; they construct conditioned feeling as feeling; they 
construct conditioned perception as perception; they construct volitional 
formations as volitional formations; they construct conditioned 
consciousness as consciousness.32   
Sankhara is also the ethical Khandha. The Buddha ethicised Buddhism by saying that 
“… Karma is volition. Having willed, one acts through body speech and mind”.33 
Willing, then, has consequences. Willing is also the driving force and effort towards 
continued existence, and out of the present moment. When we cling to these volitions 
or the making of plans, we deepen our sense of a permanent self that is making and 
clinging to both plans and a future. The clinging Sankhara is also the choices underlying 
a person’s sense of uniqueness and permanence. Thus, the clinging aggregate of 
Sankhara creates much of our suffering. It is our willing that seizes onto the previous 
three clinging Khandhas and in trying to make something with them, intensifies the 
sense of self. The process perpetuates this illusion of self so to then further will. Thus, it 
is a function of the desire for continued existence. The I manifests as a controlling, 
permanent I. The tragedy is that the process of willing creates the suffering that it tries 
to avoid.   
Sankhara also has a retrospective aspect with regard to mental objects. This is the 
formation and fixation onto past mental objects in terms of memory. It is this I that 
remembers, therefore manifesting “I was” as well as “I am” and “I will be”. The heart 
and mind responds to and grasps a mental object, and creates the remembering I.  
The Buddha used the metaphor of the Banana Palm, a ubiquitous and essential aspect 
of Iife in Vedic India. The palm’s individual parts are useful but the palm has no 
heartwood or substantial core. If we slice into a banana palm looking for the 
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heartwood, what we find is nothing but layer after layer of soft fibres. The heartwood is 
that part of a tree considered most valuable for its utility in heating and cooking.  
Sankhara can be considered in terms of its opposite, as the lack of willing and intention 
in art. This means allowing and encouraging a relationship with chance, or with things 
as they are. It is at the core of Dada as well as the process and entropy artworks of the 
1950s and 60s. John Cage’s 1952 performance work titled 4’33’ was based on the 
understanding that absolute silence does not exist. Life is the chance encounters 
between hearing and sounds that can be observed in meditation practice. The work 
itself emerges from the awareness of whatever ambient sounds happen to occur in the 
time and place of its performance (Figure 2.4). In the work, a performer sits at the 
piano and opens the lid for the three lengths of time that add up to the period 
indicated in the title. The lid is opened and closed several times during the performance 
with several movements. There is intention on the part of the composer and performer 
but the main constituent of the work is the process of being aware of chance 
encounters with sounds. In experiencing the work initially, we want or demand some 
form or substance. In time, this willing subsides so as to allow sounds to come and go. 
As in the Dadaist collages of Jean Arp, ambient sound is allowed to fall where it may.  
CHAPTER 2: THE DEEPER MEANING OF SUFFERING 
46 | P a g e  
 
Figure 2.4. John Cage, 4’33”, performance still, 1978. New York City 
Vinnana 
The fifth of the clinging Khandhas is Vinnana, most often translated as consciousness. It 
can also be translated as cognition with discernment. Bhikkhu Bodhi situates Vinnana 
with his translation of relevant passage of the Khandhasamyutta.34 “It cognises sour, it 
cognises bitter, it cognises pungent, it cognises sweet, it cognises sharp, it cognises 
mild, it cognises salty, it cognises bland “. It is a mental energy, in the form of 
comprehension of things. Vinnana is described in the Khandhavagga as someone 
investigating a magician’s trick and finding it to be an illusion, to have no substantiated 
reality. Thinking that both thinker and the thought are stable and permanent entities is 
a trick we play on ourselves. Consciousness is not an entity but flowing streams of 
consciousness, or as Hamilton describes it, “consciousness of” things that are in 
themselves always changing. It necessarily involves change because it is a dependently 
effected process. Consciousness is a condition formed from sense, mind and object. 
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Thus, the Suttas describe eye consciousness, ear consciousness, and so on. In 
combination, they give an illusion of an overall conscious self. It is, however, a series of 
six sense-based processes. Consciousness is a key part of each of the earlier four 
Khandhas of the list, including the first, Rupa or name-and-form. To be aware of form, 
we need consciousness. Similarly, each of the clinging Khandhas involves feeling − the 
sense of attraction, repulsion or indifference to stimuli. When feeling, willing and 
consciousness are seen together as clinging Khandhas, the idea then of logical and 
disinterested thought becomes impossible. An exploration of consciousness-of shows 
no unified nature as we like to assume.35 Consciousness is continuous change and 
clinging to consciousness-of produces suffering. Unlike the cinematic experience, our 
consciousness-of is not made up of moment-to-moment discernments that give a sense 
of cinematic continuity, as McEvilley posits.36 McEvilley models consciousness as made 
up, like vision, of solid moments akin to the frames of cinema. The frames viewed in 
sequence gives the illusion of movement and continuity. The model relies on the frame 
as an entity. In the Buddhist modelling of consciousness there are no entities, only 
flow.  
Vinnana is a house of cards in which the ego self is built. Vinnana is the relationship 
between each of the other clinging Khandhas that create the illusion of self. It is 
described in the Nidana Samyutta as being like sheaves of thatching reeds that stand 
leaning against each other. If one falls down, then all others must.37 Richard Serra’s One 
Ton Prop (House of Cards), 1969 (Figure 2.5) relates to this metaphor. House of Cards is 
an urgent and dramatic work. To move one of the steel slab sides even slightly means 
that the precarious and dangerous construction stops being. 
                                                        
35. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience: The Constitution off the Human Being According to Early 
Buddhism (Oxford: Luzac Oriental, 2001), 87. 
36. Thomas McEvilley, Art & Discontent: Theory at the Millenium (New York: McPherson and Co., 1991), 
110. 
37. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 608. 
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Figure 2.5. Richard Serra, House of Cards, 1969. Museum of Modern Art, New York 
Awareness of these processes enables the looking at, understanding, address, and 
removal of suffering. Speculative inquiries and ontological constructions are to be 
avoided. Notwithstanding speculation and reasoning, suffering remains suffering. As 
outlined in the Alagaddupama and Vacchagotta Suttas, propositions only entrench 
suffering.38 Hamilton sums up the five clinging Khandhas as how we think and 
experience:  
We have the three mental Khandhas of Vedana (feeling or affect), Sanna 
(identification) and Vinnana (consciousness) working together, each 
contributing to the process: Vedana as affective cognition, Sanna as 
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discriminatory or identificatory cognition, and Vinnana as consciousness of each 
and every part of the process as a whole.39 
Experience 
From this, Hamilton concludes that “experience is suffering”. To experience means that 
we are feeling, identifying, willing and discerning. It stands, then, that we always 
experience with affect. There can be no reason-affect divide. In Hamilton’s conception 
of experience, there is yet to be the situation where we are “just seeing in the seen”, 
and so forth. We are still processing sense data through the clinging Khandhas.40 
Importantly, the desire to create experience, Hamilton concludes, is to create an 
experiencing I. This is suffering. The feelings emanating from the experience of both 
form and perception with consciousness means we react to stimuli with clinging 
attachment, creating a self, which, in turn, creates suffering.  
For suffering to cease, the experiencing of phenomena needs to be analysed using the 
toolbox of the clinging Khandhas. To be aware of the processes also is to be mindful of 
the possibility of their disassembly so as to reach a state of pure awareness. According 
to Hamilton, it is awareness that ends suffering: “In having seen, at Enlightenment, the 
way the process works, he is aware that affective responses are based on ignorance as 
to the nature of one’s experience and has uprooted this binding continuity tendency”.41 
In a Buddhist context, the experience of art is the experience of suffering. Thus, art 
and suffering, and art and an end to suffering, are always linked. This gives art an 
ethical dimension. Art becomes a tool through which our suffering can be seen and 
registered. To conceive of art as experience suggests the possibility that art can be 
used to attain awareness and end suffering. How art making without suffering might 
manifest then becomes the question. It may be simply the awareness of just seeing or 
doing. Instances of this way of being have been described as a period of intense 
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absorption wherein thinking processes fall away; maker or viewer both are absorbed 
into the artwork. Joan Stambaugh reflects on art making and time:   
Instead of a supposedly permanent ego anxiously watching time fly past or 
slip away, I am time. As long as I am time, it does not slip away. Any activity 
involving intense concentration and absorption bears witness to this. A 
musician performing a concert, a writer engaging in writing, an athlete 
playing on the sports field- none of these, if they are really doing what they 
are doing, is aware of the flying away of time. If asked, they would answer 
that they are not aware of time at all, and this answer shows that they are 
time.42  
During this intense involvement, there is no experience as such. Time as we 
conventionally experience it stops. We are absorbed into the process and the ego is 
not in play. The three poisons are not activated and driving the wheel of time and 
suffering.  
In a similar vein, Laurie Anderson writes: 
Do you find that as soon as you pay attention to something it becomes 
beautiful? Is it the act of paying attention that is the beautiful thing … that 
real awareness and an ability to be in the moment would allow us to be 
completely non-judgemental, aesthetic free[?]. I can imagine a way of 
seeing in which even our preferences are no longer important. I can 
imagine being astounded by the world that there is no time to reject any of 
it at all. 43 
This way of being recalls John Cage’s 4’33”. Listening with awareness and without 
cognised experience, proposes a way of being whereby all sounds were already 
perfect.44 Buddhism then becomes what the American artist Ad Reinhardt has called 
                                                        
42. Joan Stambaugh, Impermanence is Buddha Nature: Dogens’ Understanding of Temporality 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990), 36. 
43. Laurie Anderson, “Time and Beauty”, in Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, Jacquelynn Baas et al., 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 119. 
44. Laurie Anderson, “Time and Beauty”, 119. 
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“an aesthetic, not a religion”.45 The idea that awareness is the ultimate aesthetic of 
Buddhism is also speculative. Speculation, as the next chapter explains, can be 
dangerous.  
Conclusion  
This chapter has detailed the operation of suffering, the key issue of Buddhism. A series 
of individual artworks have been related to the workings of the Khandhas and their 
construction of suffering showing how art can work to understand these concepts, 
which can, conversely, be a way to understand art practice. The next chapter considers 
theoretical perspectives that inform making and receiving imagery about suffering. 
Visual art will then be examined as an expression of suffering and, moreover, a means 
by which we can face suffering and decide to end it. This is the driver for the creative 
work.  
 
 
                                                        
45. Lucy Lippard, Ad Reinhardt (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1982), 63. 
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Chapter 3 – Theorising suffering and images of suffering 
This chapter presents images and theories of suffering from both Buddhist and 
Western perspectives. The Buddhist modelling of suffering detailed in the previous 
chapter is first theorised with reference to the pragmatism of Buddhism. Suffering is 
then situated with reference to ideas of time and godhead. The Buddhist concept of 
Citta, or mindset, is then considered in comparison to Western ideas of affect. Lastly, 
the interdependence of phenomena is considered against the theorisation of images 
of suffering from Adorno onwards.  
Buddhist philosophy considers suffering within a matrix of principles that include: the 
pragmatism of epistemology rather than ontologies; a cyclic view of time; the inter-
relatedness of all phenomena using the metaphor of Indra’s Net; the problem of 
holding views; and finally, and most importantly, the inextricable interaction or 
Interbeing of mind. The last was introduced with the concept of the Khandhas and the 
interrelationship of reason and emotion, and will here be discussed in relation to Citta. 
These premises of time, interdependence, pragmatism and Citta mark Buddhism as a 
way of relating to and experiencing phenomena that is different to that of Judeo-
Christian traditions. 
Pragmatism 
The previous chapter ended by briefly speculating about imagery made by someone 
freed from suffering. From the point of view of the Early Buddhist Texts, speculation is 
a concern. Buddhism does not entertain speculation on the roots of suffering outside 
of experience, addressed using the arrow metaphor of the Cula-Malunkyovada Sutta:1 
Suppose Malunkyaputta, a man were wounded by an arrow thickly 
smeared with poison, and his friends… brought a surgeon to treat him. 
The man would say: ‘I will not let the surgeon pull out this arrow until I 
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know whether the man who wounded me was a noble or a Brahmin or a 
merchant or a worker… meantime the man would die.2 
Whether we have been shot by a high or low-caste archer is irrelevant; the arrow 
needs to be removed and the wound treated. Questions of who made the arrow, the 
quality of the arrow, and so on do not help. The metaphor is about getting urgent 
medical attention.3 Ontological questions of who we are will only cause further 
suffering. The immediacy of suffering is the issue that must occupy the heart and 
mind. The Buddha also made clear that if a method works in reducing and eliminating 
suffering then it should be used; if not, it should be discarded.4 
Buddhism offers no ontology of the cessation of suffering. To be without suffering is of 
sole interest, as the Ten Unanswered Questions of the Cula-Malunkya Sutta and Aggi-
Vacchagotta Suttas make clear. The questions deal with whether the world is eternal 
or not. Is it finite or infinite? Are the body and soul different or the same? Does the 
Buddha exist after death?5 Such questions have consumed people for millennia, but 
they must be let go. Buddhism is a pragmatic soteriology that focuses only on 
questions of epistemology aimed at a soteriology. How to free ourselves from suffering 
is the issue. Epistemic questions of how we know suffering and deal with our delusions 
are answered through practical experience.  
Buddhism is pragmatic and practical. The aim of Buddhism is to deal with the suffering 
that is present in our lives, here and now, and theories about truth are beside this 
point. Burning with greed, hatred and delusion is how we are. The creative works that 
accompany this dissertation are imbued with the look and odour of this metaphor of 
suffering, providing an immediate experiential reference to our burning through sight 
and smell.  
                                                        
2. Bhikkhu Nanamoli, Majjhima Nikaya, 534. 
3. This metaphor continues with the image of the Medicine Buddha of the Tibetan Schools of Buddhism 
where the Buddha is seen as a doctor. 
4. This is articulated in the Kesaputtiya Sutta, sometimes described as the Kalama Sutta. Bhikkhu Bodhi, 
The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, 279. 
5. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Majjhima Nikaya, 590. 
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Nor does Buddhism hold to an eschatological position of another place for the soul 
freed from the bounds of a suffering body. The Buddha deliberately avoided questions 
of a soul, Anatta in the Buddhist term, and translated as non-self by Bhikkhu Bodhi. I 
prefer not-self to better fit the Buddha’s statements.6  Buddhism is concerned with 
salvation insofar that it offers release, a method for liberation from the cycles of 
suffering. As a soteriology, this differs from the Abrahamic traditions: there is no 
empowered figure to beseech and respond to. Deliverance is performed by an 
individual, with their individual experience. In Buddhism, there is only a teacher or 
doctor figure which, in the Early Buddhist Texts, is the Buddha and his students. The 
teacher is only a guide; any measure of salvation is due to the student’s (or patient’s) 
efforts. The prescription to end suffering challenges many assumptions, most notably 
that of a separate, wholly rational autonomous self.  
In the Early Buddhist Texts, the status of the Buddha is clearly defined as Tathagata, 
meaning one who has gone, or gone to the condition of Nibbana. This is typified in the 
earliest images of the Buddha represented by an empty chair (Figure 3.1).  
 
Figure 3.2. Worship of Bodhi Tree Representing the Buddha, 2nd Century BCE. Bharhut, India 
                                                        
6. No-self implies an ontological construct; non-self and not-self suggests the epistemic questioning of 
the Anattalakkhana Sutta, where the Buddha says: “This is not mine, this am not, this is not my self”. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, 903. 
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 To represent Buddha as either a mundane human or a god was to misconstrue his 
status. He emphatically resisted suggestions of godhead in a Vedic or Judeo-Christian 
sense. In the Brahmajala Sutta of the Digha Nikaya the Buddha stresses that the 
ontological question of divinity itself is wrong.7 The Buddha was a physical human 
being, living with (possibly arthritic) pain in his old age. He also died in physical pain 
from eating contaminated offal.8 This physicality is important to our understanding of 
suffering. Spiritually, however, he was a being freed from the defining processes of 
attachment that characterises most of humanity.9 Similarly the Buddha was not 
interested in cause and effect, defined by the historian and curator Ananda 
Coomaraswamy as “the form of humanity that has nothing to do with time” to refer to 
the Buddha.10 In this sense, time is the consequence of cause and effect, or Karma, of 
actions. Rather than what the Buddha was, ask how he was, as Gombrich suggests.11 
The question of “what” creates a necessarily ontological entity and analysis that the 
Buddha emphatically resisted.  
Buddhism questions received views in general. Views are the clinging forms, feelings 
and willing of the mind sense, which create a self. In writing about Buddhism the 
danger of speculating and theorising is ever-present, but will only cause more 
suffering, as proposed in the Brahmajala (All Embracing Net of Views) Sutta.12 The 
Buddha rejected speculation about what is past and future, infinity, and 
annihilationism, based on the consequences of further harm. This is one of the 
dilemmas to be navigated in working with and writing about Buddhist ideas; it is easy 
to be caught up in views. The holding of views is constantly critiqued in the Suttas, 
especially in the Anguttara Nikaya: “Why is it, Master Kaccana, that ascetics fight with 
                                                        
7. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans.,”Brahmajāla Sutta: The All-embracing Net of Views” (DN 1), Access to 
Insight, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.01.0.bodh.html/ (Legacy Edition), 30 November 
2013 
8. Thanissaro Bhikkhu, trans.,“Maha-parinibbana Sutta: The Great Discourse on the Total Unbinding” 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.16.5-6.than.html#chap5. 
9. “Brahmajāla Sutta: The All-embracing Net of Views” (DN 1). 
10. Ananda Coomaraswamy, The Origins of the Buddha Image & Elements of Buddhism Iconography, 
(Kentucky: Fons Vitae, 2006), 9.  
11. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience, ix. 
12. “Brahmajāla Sutta: The All-embracing Net of Views” (DN 1), translated from the Pali by Bhikkhu 
Bodhi. Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 30 November, 2013, 
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ascetics?” It is, Brahmin, because of attachment to lust for views, bondage (to it), 
fixation (to it), obsession (by it), holding firmly (to it) that ascetics fight with ascetics”.13 
Abstracted speculations are fascinating, entertaining and often self-centring but they 
will become “a thicket of views, a wilderness of views, a contortion of views, a writhing 
of views, a fetter of views”.14 All manner of speculations are of no use in the quest to 
end suffering. Moreover, attachment to speculation is a further cause of suffering. The 
speculator is a self that builds narratives and has opinions that reinforce the delusion 
of identity. Buddhism is empirical and investigates experience and the self, finding 
both to be without substance.  
Direct experience, not received wisdom is the guide, and has guided the artworks in 
this project. Nevertheless, even these ideas must not be blindly accepted.  If the 
methodology works, good; have confidence in it, and use it. To quote again from the 
Kalama Sutta, “… these things, if accepted and undertaken, lead to harm and 
suffering, then you should abandon them.”15,16 Hamilton concludes: “Indeed, there are 
strong suggestions that theoretical speculation — especially those to do with 
metaphysics — are both pointless and potentially misleading in the quest for 
nirvana”.17 Pragmatism and experiential knowing are central to the creative work. 
Time 
For Buddhism, the human predicament of suffering is understood within an 
experiential knowing of time. In the context of art, it is the visualised awareness that 
all forms arise and then fall away. Art can allow us to experience transience and learn 
from it. Timelessness means to be outside of suffering. An artwork cannot be timeless, 
as those who experience it are within time, together with the work’s materiality. The 
experience of time is cyclic, taken practically as beginning-less but, potentially, not 
endless. Time is created through dependent origination, as one thing begetting 
another. This can be experienced by the embodied observer seeing one thing effect 
                                                        
13. Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, 157. 
14. Bhikkhu Nanamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, Trans., The Middle Length Discourse of the Buddha: A New 
Translation of the Majjhima Nikaya (Kandy, Sri Lanka Buddhist Publication Society 1995) 590 
15. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Anguttara Nikaya, 279 
16. Sue Hamilton, Early Buddhism: A New Approach: The I of the Beholder, (Oxford: Routledge, 2000), 38 
17. Hamilton, Early Buddhism, 5 
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another. The Culasakuludayi Sutta expresses this as “with the arising of this, that 
arises”.18 Suffering continues the cycles. The goal then is not to reach a final 
eschatological point of deliverance or reckoning at an end-time but to be outside of 
time altogether. The abandonment of suffering leads to the dissolution of time. To be 
outside of suffering means there has been no arising, and therefore, to be outside of 
time. 
The Vedic concepts of time, and of god/s, are markedly different in from those of the 
Western traditions.  As Revindra notes, “Perhaps the important single legacy passed on 
by Judaism to Christianity was the conviction that the course of historical events has a 
profound significance.”19 In the Judeo-Christianity time is an entity, and events happen 
within its grand scheme of which we, and art, are within. The constructed self has 
significance within time, a view that is a cause of suffering in Buddhism. Of time, the 
Buddhologist Professor Kenneth Inada (1923-2011) said eloquently that:  
… it would be more accurate to say that events flow as time, thus denying any 
primacy to an absolute status of time. If time is understood in this way, we are 
able to appreciate the deeper dimensions of being because we now must focus 
on the process itself, the becomingness of being.20  
Citta 
The Buddhist conception of mind is presented in Citta, and here, delineated by Peter 
Harvey: “Conditioned by mind-and-body, particularly by volition, it becomes the 
coordinating, guiding, creative focus of mind, marshalling and integrating other 
aspects of mind, including volition itself, in an ongoing process of mutual interaction 
and change”.21 Bhikkhu Bodhi says Citta “signifies mind as the centre of personal 
experience, as the subject of thought, volition, and emotion”,22 which situates Citta as 
                                                        
18. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Majjhima Nikaya, 655 
19. Ravi Ravindra, Time in Indian and Christian Traditions (Wheaton, Ill: Theosophical Publishing House, 
2000), 217. 
20. Kenneth K. Inada, “Time and Temporality: A Buddhist Approach”, Philosophy East and West, Vol. 24, 
No. 2 April 1974, doi: 10.2307/1398020 (accessed 21 September 2016). 
21. Peter Harvey, The Selfless Mind: Personality, Consciousness and Nirvana in Early Buddhism (London: 
Routledge 1995), 115. 
22. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 770. 
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the subject of thought, not the producer or source of thought. Mind, then, is causally 
created from thoughts and volitions. 
Citta is often translated as heart and mind, as has been used in the paper up to this 
point. The term has also been notated earlier to refer to heart/mind or mindset, the 
merging the affective aspect of Vendana with the reasoning aspect (Manas) of our 
mentality. It encompasses the notion of a purely rational mind with its emotional 
other. Thus, reason and emotion are not separate in the experience of consciousness 
as the Buddha observed it. In the same vein, Citta’s etymology, from the base Sanskrit 
word Cit, designates Citta as a process of consciousness or awareness-of as a product 
of both body and mind.23 Apprehension of form, and feelings towards it, mutually 
interpenetrate both body and mind. Mind and body, reason and affect may be 
discussed separately, but any reliance on their disconnection is a delusion. The issues 
of Monism versus Dualism (of body and mind, and reason and emotion) have, 
however, occupied various Buddhists for millennia and the teachings have changed 
over time and in different schools. Later Buddhisms, particularly after Nagajuna, have 
stressed an ultimate truth in Non-Dualism that was not articulated in The Early 
Buddhist Texts, but neither do they posit a Dualism. Hamilton sees Early Buddhism’s 
position as one of conventional Dualism.24  Both mind and body exist but are implicitly 
inseparable. Heart and mind, emotion and reason, and mind and body are all 
mentioned separately in the Suttas, but the distinctions are conventional and practical. 
Their individual qualities can be usefully discussed but their mutuality remains. To 
regard them as separate underlies suffering.  
Mind in this sense is a verb, processing that can only be experienced with and through 
the whole body. Lakoff and Johnson, from their cognitive science perspective, put it 
unequivocally: “The mind is inherently embodied”.25 
                                                        
23. The later Mahayana traditions further developed Citta in the concept of Bodhicitta, the infinite 
compassion at the centre of the awakened heart/mind that lies dormant in us all. 
24. Hamilton, Identity and Experience, 170. 
25. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh (New York: Basic Books, 1999), 7. 
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Citta and affect 
Citta can be usefully compared to notions of affect. Affect is described as 
emotionality by the art historian Thomas McEvilley.26 The nouns, emotion and 
emotionality, and the adjectival form, emotional, relate to entities that have 
substance or duration of being. In contrast, affect from a Buddhist perspective is a 
process. Emotion can then be resituated as an adverb, as in being moved 
emotionally.  
In the introduction to her work Visualising Feeling, Sue Best notes that, “There is an 
enormous range of conflicting usages of the terms affect, feeling and emotion in the 
psychological and psychoanalytical literature, as well as in more interdisciplinary 
studies”.27 Mieke Bal describes affect as a concept “… too popular for its own good. 
Like other concepts such as the uncanny or trauma that have had currency, an 
overuse of the concept has it lose its critical potential”.28 Its continued circulation is 
in part due to Giles Deleuze (1925-1995) and the work A Thousand Plateaus (1980) 
with Felix Guattari (1930-1992). Guattari has considered affect set against the 
paradigms of reason, logic and science in relation to the idea of external observer 
and the observed, and the separation of subject and object. In a similar fashion, 
Deleuze situated the processes of affect in the flesh rather than the mind when he 
discussed the work of Francis Bacon.29 Similarly, Green sees the splitting of mind and 
body being reinforced in Lacanian theories of affect that are based on exclusion, a 
“forgetting of the affect” within the body.30  In this case, affect splinters away from 
the body, as opposed to the mind, according to Deleuze. Affect, in both these 
conceptions is essentially dualistic and categorical compared to the Buddhist 
epistemology.  
                                                        
26. Thomas McEvilley, Art and Discontent: Theory at the Millennium (Kingston, New York: McPherson 
and Company, 1991), 116. 
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The philosopher and historian Ruth Leys takes up this dualism within writings on 
affect, and summarises two dominant theoretical positions: the Deleuze /Massumi 
literary models, and the Sylvan Tomkins psychological models. Leys writes that: 
The premise that both camps of the affect debate are based on is a subtle 
dualism of mind and body… These theorists are gripped by the fact that most 
philosophers have overvalued the role of reason and rationality in politics, 
ethics and aesthetics, with the result that they have given too flat or 
“unlayered” or disembodied an account of the ways in which people actually 
form their political opinions and judgments.31  
Leys then puts her own position:  
The mistake they make is to idealize the mind by defining it as a purely 
disembodied consciousness…to conclude in dualist fashion that intentionality 
has no place in the initiation of such movements and that therefore it must be 
the brain which does all the thinking and feeling and moving for us.32  
Simon O’Sullivan concurs with Ley, suggesting that there has been a serious omission 
of the mind/body split in the discussion of affect.33 In contrast to Ley’s position, the 
philosopher and sociologist Bruno Latour directly considers the dualist problem of 
affect by writing about the body as a whole. Paraphrasing William James, Latour says 
that “to have a body is to be affected”.34 This is a type of knowing that works, as the 
Khandhas do, with the body in that we cannot be detached observers of our own 
bodies. Latour highlights the difficulty of directly knowing with the essentially 
ambiguous body: “Any model or system or economy must struggle with the body’s 
ambiguities and will always falter.”35  The meditative practices of Buddhism concern 
this very ambiguity and the difficulty of knowing with the body. The practices offer 
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techniques for a deep knowing with and through the body, in the present moment. 
Past and future are constructs of willing. 
The modelling of the Citta, the Khandhas and the six senses provides a way to 
successfully bridge the divide between thought and feeling. From the Buddhist 
perspective, the duality of mind and body has only a contingent meaning, since the 
processes of being affected and affecting are both seen to interpenetrate heart and 
mind.36 Thinking, feeling, mind and emotion can be deemed separate entities for 
discussion, but are delusive categories that ignore their inherent unity. 
Art can reveal the ways that the processes of the Khandhas work. Both maker and 
viewer can be aware of the work’s construction, changeability and flux. We become 
aware of senses of permanence that are attached to names and forms in the world, 
especially to art objects. To emphasise process, it is the desire to see art, events and 
processes as they are, using the Khandhas as a guide to stripping away preconceptions 
and developing awareness to see more clearly. This is what the statue of the Buddha in 
Bhumisparsa pose tells us (Figure 3.2). In this pose, the Buddha image symbolically 
touches the earth, a gesture that marks experience. Through touch, it can be known; 
by touching it I can then know myself as process and as change, like all natural 
occurrences. In working with visual art, the Khandhas and the Citta present 
approaches to resolving the rift between intellect and the senses.  
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Figure 3.2. Buddha with Bhumispasa Mudra (detail). Myanmar 
Theorising images of suffering 
In Buddhism, suffering can be realised in images.37 The range of suffering needs to be 
imagined so it can be recognised fully as part of life, so addressed and interrogated. 
Suffering needs to be centred on the body, and requires the participation of reason, 
emotion, and the responses of all the senses.  
Imagery, then must be created without abjection or exploitation, on the one hand, or 
stylisation that cushions, trivialises, or makes superficial, on the other. These 
approaches may be seen as two poles of a spectrum that can express the range of 
theorisation of images of suffering. Stylisation denotes the tempering of an image to 
an extremity of obfuscation or disguise so that suffering is glossed over. Images at the 
other extreme can be exploitative and/or entertaining by bringing the grotesque and 
the gratuitous into play. In the latter case, such abjection precludes transformation. 
The categorisation of images as alternatively stylised or abject is not simply an 
intellectual judgement. Our affective responses are involved. Imagery that is shocking 
                                                        
37. Images such as the Emaciated Buddha and those from the Jataka tales demonstrate this historically. 
Ananda Coomaraswamy, The Origin of the Buddha Image & Elements of Buddhist Iconography. 
(Louisville, Kentucky: Fons Vitae, 2006.)  
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can potentially avoid falling into abjection so that suffering is seen and known. Most 
importantly, the imagery must be knowable if suffering is to be transformed. Susie 
Linfield, in The Cruel Radiance, writes that in photography critique, critics 
… can use emotion as an inspiration to analysis rather than foment an 
eternal war between the two. They allow the suffering of the world to 
enter into them instead of despising it as abjection. They can, in short, 
permit themselves and their readers to come to the photograph as full 
human beings; as women and men of intellect and feeling, immediacy and 
history.38  
The connectedness of suffering 
Buddhism has it that all phenomena are interrelated, on all scales from the universe to 
the working of our own Citta and everything in between. This makes explicit the 
interconnectedness of everything such that any one thing or point is a reflection of 
every other. This is like entering Soul under the Moon, a work by Yayoi Kusama at the 
Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane, a space of infinite dots infinitely reflecting (Figure 
3.3).  
                                                        
38. Susie Linfield, The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Political Violence (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010), 30. 
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Figure 3.3. Yayoi Kusama, Soul under the Moon, 2002, mirrors, ultra violet lights, water, plastic, 
nylon thread, timber, synthetic polymer paint. 340 x 712.1 x 600cm (installed). Gallery of 
Modern Art, Brisbane. 
This work imagines Indra’s Net, described throughout Vedic literature and set out in 
Buddhism’s Nidanasamyutta.39 It is an image and model of the universe as an infinite 
net or matrix. At each intersection of the net sits a jewel, which emanates its own light 
while reflecting the light of every other. No separation or containment of the light in 
one jewel is possible. Thich Nhat Hahn has adapted the metaphor of Indra’s Net in his 
term “Interbeing” to articulate this relatedness among all phenomena.40 He describes 
a way of understanding the world whereby it is essential to see, within the piece of 
paper that you read from, the tree from whence it came, the soil in which it grew, the 
cloud that provided it water. Connection is everything! The consequence of extracting 
and separating an individual self from all else is suffering. The self is constituted of that 
that is other than self; other selves are constituted by others. “Interbeing” leads also 
                                                        
39. Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, 533. 
40. Thich Nhat Hanh, All in One, One in All: The Nature of Interbeing (Singapore: Kong Meng San Phor 
Lork See Monastery, 2004). 
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to ‘intra-being’, to indicate the relationship between that which is within us, such as 
reason and emotion.  
Writing on images of suffering after Adorno  
Writers such as Theodor Adorno, Susan Sontag, Mieke Bal, and Mark Ledbetter have 
addressed the dilemmas they perceive in images of suffering. For Theodor Adorno 
(1903-1969), the questions concerned representing suffering as stylisation − 
aestheticising, softening, and making palatable images of suffering. Adorno saw these 
pitfalls as political. Writing of art and the Shoah, he famously asserted in 1949 that 
writing poetry after Auschwitz was barbaric.41 It was an emphatic No to art in Western 
cultures indicted by the Holocaust. Adorno went so far as to declare the impossibility 
of creative thinking, unless it took place outside the existing cultural paradigms that 
produced the deaths camps. Although he would later reconsider his approach, he held 
that images of suffering must be adjudged in relation to their social and political 
implications.42 The imagining (and imaging) of suffering only replicated the structures 
that had helped create it. Therefore, the rendering of any cultural form, including 
images of suffering was rejected since it would fall into the trap of negative 
aestheticism. By stylising, suffering is removed from its source by degrees and 
becomes palatable and acculturated into softer and distanced forms. Meanwhile the 
system that created the suffering and inspired the image continues. The problem of 
stylisation is compounded by it being a staple of many artists’ practices where 
“repetition, reduction and distancing” are constituents of the aesthetic experience.43 
Along with quotation and appropriation, they are critical techniques and tools in 
contemporary art.  
The negative critique of imagery was later taken up by Susan Sontag (1933-2004). 
The American critic wrote that rather than resisting or hiding from images of 
suffering, we had become obsessed with gratuitous scenes of suffering, cruelty and 
the abject during the 20th century: the prurient staring that Sontag highlights is to 
                                                        
41. Theodor Adorno, Metaphysics: Concept and Problems. (Palo Alto Stanford University Press, 2002), 
101. 
42. Negative Dialectics, (New York, Continuum Publishing Company, 1987), 362. 
43. Mieke Bal, “Imaging Pain”, 131. 
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gape at the other. In the car crash imagery, for instance, of Andy Warhol, “the high 
priest of the delights of apathy”44 there is an awareness that it’s not happening to 
him, or you. The suffering of another serves to confirm our own safety. But prurient 
viewing did not suddenly arise in the 1960s; people have been spectators to the 
gruesome for centuries, because it is reassuring of their own existence and security 
in the face of death.45  
Despite Adorno, visual artists have successfully used repetition and reduction in the 
communication of suffering without perpetuating their political origins. Installations in 
the Holocaust Museums of Berlin and Washington D.C are exemplars, as is the 
Judenplatz Memorial in Vienna by Rachel Whiteread, completed in 2000 (Figure 3.4). 
These works repeat and stylise visual records of the Holocaust − books, shoes, stones. 
They effect a silent remembering and reflection that sits on the stylisation side of a 
visual spectrum. The issue for these works is the viewer’s apprehension of the histories 
and stories behind the work. Without that knowledge, the works may become mute, 
their meaning disguised in the stylistic devices that modulate affective responses. Here 
is where representations of bodies come into play. To be a suffering body is to know 
suffering, irrespective of context. The body expresses the universality of suffering.  
                                                        
44. Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, (2003, New York, Farrar, Strauss and Giroux), 101. 
45. Nigel Spivey, Enduring Creation (London: Thames and Hudson, 2001), 43. 
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Figure 3.4. Rachel Whiteread, Judenplatz Holocaust Memorial (Nameless Library), 2000, 
concrete and steel. Vienna 
The body can be in the register of both the abject and the stylised. Bodies can display 
the infliction of violence. They are also absorbable and affective at both ends of the 
spectrum. The issue then becomes one of the intention (Vedana) for the suffering 
body, rather than as an abject and repellent thing. The body needs to be knowable and 
affective. 
Ghoulish allure in a photographic image can also be mediated through stylisation. 
Sontag noted how effectively photography utilised compositions from the Western 
painting tradition to do this. Emphasising Adorno’s view of stylisation, she compared 
Classical imagery of pain and suffering to contemporary photographs. Even in extreme 
scenes of suffering, Sontag noted, the image can be malleable. We can look into 
difficult imagery and sustain that looking because it references existing cultural forms. 
Suffering can be adapted, and thus absorbed. The photographic image exemplifies the 
appropriation and then stylisation of forms to soften difficult content. Photographic 
images of suffering can be used as tools in many forms – political, after Adorno, or as 
tools of capitalism, as the example of David Kirby shows. In considering images of 
suffering in this way, the image of David Kirby dying of AIDS in 1990 stands out (Figure 
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3.5). This was originally a reportage image by Therese Frare that would be used in an 
advertising campaign for Benetton, with the permission of Frare, and Kirby’s family.46  
 
Figure 3.5. Benetton Advertisement, after the photograph by Therese Frare, 1990 
The suffering of Kirby and his family is evident in the photograph. Look deeply into his 
face. Then, taking in the whole composition, we see how the image has been 
meliorated in part by distance and stylisation in its historical referencing. The reference 
is to the genre of Pieta images from the depositions of Cimabue (1240-1302) in the 
early Renaissance to the later work of Michelangelo (1475-1564). We take in a scene 
which is somehow familiar. Suffering has been made palatable, originally as religious 
art, later as reportage, and finally as advertising. At worst, the stylisation of the 
photograph reduces gaping to informed pity. At best, it accommodates sharing the 
suffering of David Kirby and his family, an image of suffering within a known form. 
Importantly, the suffering body is clearly accessible and seen. The photographer can 
adjust the context of suffering through skilful composition so that the scene is one that 
we can negotiate. 
A similar use of stylisation is more recently demonstrated in the image of Phillip 
Hughes. A photograph of the dying cricketer was chosen for the front page of The 
Sydney Morning Herald, 26 November, 2014 (Figure 3.6). It does not depict actual 
violence in sport nor the invisible moment when a cricket ball hits a skull at great 
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speed. What we see here is the stylised after-effect. The selections made in the 
composition, its low angle of view and the direction of gazes out of the picture plane 
are again redolent of Renaissance Pieta images.  
 
Figure 3.6. Sydney Morning Herald, 26 November 2014, page 1. 
The newspaper image presents a particular version of events that would not confront, 
affront or immobilise the viewer as a less aestheticized image potentially would. A less 
palatable, less aestheticised image of suffering might carry the trauma of the 
cricketer’s being hit. In this composition, referencing of the genre of the Pieta allows 
the viewer to contextualise and manage the impact of this image of suffering and be 
touched by the suffering body of Hughes.   
CHAPTER 3: THEORISING SUFFERING AND IMAGES OF SUFFERING 
70 | P a g e  
The filmmaker and theorist Mieke Bal sees stylisation as a double-edged sword for the 
artist, a technique for the absorption of the image and simultaneously a means of 
blunting its power. Bal, adapting Adorno, considers this the key dilemma in images 
which at worst turns an image of suffering into entertainment.47 She states: “Stylised 
representation makes matters worse because it diminishes the suffering while 
rendering its representation enjoyable”.48 Bal extrapolates Adorno’s negation of such 
images with an array of questions and problems for images of suffering. In her view, 
representing pain “entails tenacious problems − of voyeurism, of facile equations, of 
caricature, of the potential for sadistic viewing and masochistic identification and an 
erasing generalization”.49 Particularity is associated with voyeurism, and Bal also 
perceives images of suffering to be caught between particularity and its converse, 
broad generality. Generality, in contrast, results in an “erasure of specificity” whereby 
the importance of individual stories is subsumed into a generalizing pathos.50 
While images of suffering may be envisaged on a spectrum, an alternative is to place 
images of suffering in a model of affect centred on the body. It is in, and with, the 
whole body that suffering resides. In this formulation, extreme images of suffering 
bodies contrast inflections of the body replaced with visual metaphor, in which the 
work of Doris Salcedo shows.  In Chapter 4, I examine Salcedo’s Untitled work, on 
which Bal has written. I have situated Salcedo’s body of work as being deeply engaged 
with modulation and inflection that only infers the suffering body. They stand in stark 
opposition to, say, Warhol’s images of suicides − abject in their blandness, and callous 
in their referencing and cold repetition.  
In considering the issue of particularity and attendant voyeurism, Bal’s modelling 
echoes Elaine Scarry’s influential 1985 work, The Body in Pain. Scarry’s primary thesis 
is the impossibility of expressing pain, the absolute isolation of the suffering subject, 
and the corollary isolation and the exploitation of suffering in images.51  Essentially 
                                                        
47. Bal, “Imaging Pain”, 131. 
48. Mieke Bal, Of what one cannot speak: Doris Salcedo’s Political Art, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010), 65. 
49. Bal, “Imaging Pain”, 115. 
50. Bal, “Imaging Pain”, 115. 
51. Mieke Bal, “The Pain of Images” in Beautiful Suffering: Photography and the Traffic in Pain, eds., 
Mark Reinhardt et al. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 101.  
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one person looking separately and voyeuristically at another’s suffering, this idea 
carries a strong sense of the isolated individual rather than any connectivity. It ignores 
any potential for compassionate flow between people and images. We can never fully 
know another’s pain in the body’s isolation, but looking at a photographic or painted 
image we can relate to and feel the evocation of pain. In Scarry’s view, images that 
engender compassion would not be possible. This is arguably untrue; the capacity of 
images to invoke compassion, epitomised in images and icons of the crucifixion is the 
subject of writing by both Nigel Spivey and James Elkins.52 Over centuries, Christians 
have been moved by the sadness of such imagery and its implications 
Joanne Bourke responds to Scarry’s premise in The Story of Pain, 2014.  In her analysis 
of pain and suffering, Bourke counters Scarry’s view of pain as an entity with 
ontological status by considering pain as an event encompassing a series of processes 
and changing conditions. As a process of feeling, and what feeling is like, pain cannot 
be objectified in Bourke’s reading of it. Her research shows that descriptions of pain 
are social and malleable, changing over time and differing by place, to develop an 
argument that within inherently social pain events, people are initiated into “cultures 
of pain”.53  She concludes: 
The social is in our blood or, put another way, the physiological body is an 
active repository of social and political meaning. People-in-pain communicate: 
the cry ‘I am hurting!’ seeks not only to convey information, but also to 
encourage collaboration. It is always a public practice.54   
From a Buddhist perspective, pain and suffering are similarly understood as process. 
To be “in pain”, rather than have a thing called pain is a fluid socially known process 
that involves the whole body, even when it is labelled emotional pain.  Bourke’s 
analysis resonates with the Buddhist conception in terms of the mind–body split. 
                                                        
52. Nigel Spivey, Enduring Creation: Art, Pain and Fortitude. (London: Thames and Hudson, 2001), 55; 
James Elkins, Pictures and Tears: A History of People who have cried in Front of Paintings. (New York: 
Routledge, 2001), 150. 
53. Joanna Bourke, The Story of Pain: From Prayer to Painkillers, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 
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Positing pain as a “‘type of event’ model is useful because it breaks down dichotomies 
between ‘the body’ and ‘the mind’, or between physical pain and mental suffering”.55 
The cry of pain not only conveys information, but unifies body and mind, reason and 
affect. To declare hurt is to encourage sharing and collaboration in the knowing 
suffering. Bal finds the abstraction of suffering in eternalising classical sculpture like 
the Laocoon may be “only a form of aggrandisement”.56 This may be so, but suffering 
bodies lie on a spectrum of images of suffering necessary to insight.  
How then to creatively work with images of suffering, from a Buddhist perspective?  
Mark Ledbetter, in his essay, Ethics and Images of Pain counters Sontag’s critique of 
voyeurism and “othering” with alternative conceptions of imaging pain.57 Like Sontag 
and Scarry, Ledbetter links the act of witnessing suffering and pain with voyeurism. 
However, voyeurism and its distancing are not the malignant act or process that 
Sontag has it. Not intrinsically bad, says Ledbetter, voyeurism, is an ever-present and 
implicit part of our looking. Feelings in the process of looking will include attraction 
and aversion. Again, awareness in looking is the key. In a reformulation of a 
construction he attributes to Jean Baudrillard, Ledbetter suggests that, “Seeing thinks, 
thinks us, and thinks for us”.58 In other words, there is no separation between the 
sense of mind and the sense of vision. Vision creates thought, and thought vision. The 
Buddhist conception of seeing, as experiencing in seeing Vedana (feeling) and 
Sankhara (will) has resonance. We like to look and we will be attracted and/or averse. 
We identify and discriminate with the Khandhas of perception and volition.   
With awareness, voyeurism can be a starting point of bearing witness to suffering, 
which initiates compassion. Ledbetter suggests that, “…pain is the fugue of human 
connectedness and prelude to community”.59 In the act of looking we can become 
involved, ask questions: is everything alright?  According to Ledbetter all images of 
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57. Mark Ledbetter, “Do Not at Y/our Own Peril? Voyeurism as Ethical Necessity, or To See as a Child 
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suffering have the potential to lead to greater compassion.60 We can be a voyeur, 
either compassionately or dispassionately. What is important is that the looking 
becomes looking returned. When the gazes of subject and object meet there can be 
compassion:  
We need to see again with emotional attachment, where the one who looks 
and the one who is seen become the sum greater than the parts; that is, 
where gazes meet.61  
Therefore, “[i]mages, in particular painful images/ images of pain, stand as witness 
and are the ‘I AM’ of ethical living.62 It is in this sense that the self does not see; rather 
the opposite is true, that the seeing makes the self. Seeing creates suffering when the 
grasping or aversive version of seeing makes the self. There images produce little 
understanding of suffering when we cling to the thrill and pleasure sensations of a 
one-sided seeing. But images that cause the constructed self to become aware of 
itself in the process of seeing induce empathy for the object of seeing. This is the 
seeing of suffering from which we learn.  
Art can contribute to greater awareness of suffering and its causes, so that ultimately it 
may be removed. This research aims for a deep understanding of how that suffering is 
created. The modelling of the Khandhas can be applied to the making and receiving of 
images in ways that do not repeat conditions that cause further suffering. Adorno’s 
solution was to reject images of suffering. I argue that such images are inherent to our 
existence but awareness must be brought to bear on looking and addressing. The visual 
elaboration of suffering is important in Buddhism. Within is the potential for greater 
compassion and sharing and being whole to the world.  
Conclusion 
The chapter has examined suffering from the perspective of the Early Buddhist Texts, 
based in Buddhism’s pragmatic view of the world that eschews speculation. The 
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Buddhist conceptions of time and Citta, integral to how it understands suffering stand 
in contrast to Western ideas. Citta was compared to the Western ideas of affect. In 
the second part of the chapter, theories of images of suffering after Adorno, and 
through the following decades were discussed. 
In the next chapter, the work of five artists is examined to develop a visual lexicon of 
suffering, and to understand the artworks through a Buddhist lens.  
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Chapter 4 – Contemporary art and suffering 
This chapter has two parts. In the first major part a visual lexicon drawing on artworks 
that deal with suffering is developed. The lexicon will show how Buddhism can be used 
to comprehend suffering in visual art. The second part then examines the 
contextualisation of suffering in exhibitions featuring Buddhism and contemporary art. 
Both parts map the field in which the creative research sits, in different ways.  
The selection of artworks in the first section is predicated on two factors. The first is 
that I have experienced the artworks. This is significant for several reasons, most 
importantly because they have directly affected me, without mediation through 
reproduction. Secondly, I have responded to the works in terms of how my suffering 
has been transformed through my recognition of it occasioned by the art. The 
recognition of suffering can, in this way, be both diagnosis and cure. This is to 
paraphrase both the psychotherapist Viktor Frankl (1905-1997), and the Buddha. The 
Holocaust survivor Frankl was the founder of Logotherapy.1 He wrote: “Rather than 
being a symptom of neurosis, suffering may well be a human achievement”.2 This 
thesis contends that suffering, transformative through art, can also be so designated. 
Like the Buddha, Frankl knew suffering to be a process of life through which meaning 
could be found.  
Similarly, the Vietnamese Buddhist monk and author Thich Nhat Hanh sees that 
suffering is essential to a full humanity. Suffering was inherent to his own idea of 
heaven, for without suffering he would unable to experience compassion.3 The 
suffering body may not be desired, but it is intrinsic and inevitable to our human 
condition. To know our own suffering is to understand others’, and how they both may 
be transformed. This gives to art a moral and ethical dimension.  
                                                        
1. http://www.logotherapyinstitute.org/About_Logotherapy.html. Retrieved 22 July 2017. 
2. Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984), 125. 
3. Thich Nhat Hahn. On Being 2015, Accessed 13March 2016, OnBeing.org, 
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Suffering has featured in many contemporary practices, including Sam Taylor 
Johnson’s Crying Men,4 and Marina Abramovic’s endurance performances.5 In the 
work of the six artists to be discussed here, the poetic qualities of suffering are 
penetrated, as they are in Zen, with an art that contains the potential to help end 
suffering. These artists seek to bring awareness to our condition, not to cause more 
suffering. Their visual articulation of suffering is, thus, an achievement.  
The selected works of the six artists are paired for discussion to recognise and 
articulate different aspects of suffering from a Buddhist perspective. Each of the six 
has considered suffering and the human condition using different materialities and 
techniques. Materiality will be compared in works by Zhang Huan and Bill Viola, two 
artists who were part of the Awake project that will be evaluated in the second part of 
this chapter. The Columbian artists Doris Salcedo and Oscar Munoz are paired and 
analysed in relation to the spectrum of responses to images of suffering proposed by 
the work of Mieke Bal and Mark Ledbetter, as discussed in the previous chapter.  The 
transcendence of suffering will be explored through the pairing of a later work by 
Richard Serra and some of the last works of the late Mark Rothko. Consideration of the 
artworks draws on their poetic, material, and anthropomorphic qualities. The analysis 
is made through the lens of the Buddhist marks of existence: suffering, impermanence 
and not-self; the three poisons of attraction, aversion and delusion: and the modelling 
of the five clinging Khandhas (forming, feeling, perceiving, mentally reacting and 
cognising processes).  
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The mute signs of bodies in the Untitled works of Doris Salcedo  
 
Figure 4.1. Doris Salcedo, Untitled, 2007. Art Gallery of New South Wales  
Like the works of Oscar Munoz, Doris Salcedo’s sculptures, installations and 
performances are responses to the violence and suffering in Colombia in the 1980s 
and 1990s. Speaking of her work in 2000, she explained her process:  
 All the works I’ve made so far contain first-hand evidence from a real 
victim of war in Colombia. I’ve sought out such victims, interviewed them 
and attempted to be as close to them as possible. I try to learn everything 
about their lives, their trajectories, as if I were a detective piecing together 
the scene of a crime. I become aware of all the details in their lives. I can’t 
really describe what happens to me because it’s not rational; in a way, I 
become that person, there is a process of substitution. Their suffering 
becomes mine; the centre of that person becomes my centre and I can no 
longer determine where my centre actually is. The work develops from 
that experience.6  
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Salcedo has known this violence personally; members of her family were victims of 
Colombia’s internecine war. She carefully articulates suffering by turning objects from 
the domestic environment into squeezed and distorted masses. The works in Salcedo’s 
Untitled series were made from items of furniture gathered from homes throughout 
Colombia - dining tables and chairs, armoires and display cabinets (Figure 4.1).7 They 
are pieces of furniture with which we are familiar and can readily relate to. Each item 
retains something of their used, everyday character; the still visible wear and tear 
details the history of each piece. Each chair or cupboard part becomes a politicised, 
mute mass that bears witness to the suffering inflicted through decades of civil and 
drug wars and gang violence in Columbia.  
Each of the works in the Untitled series has a similar form. Consisting in up to four 
pieces of furniture interwoven and then fixed together with steel rods, the spaces 
within the new form have been filled with a cold white concrete. Set within this 
concrete are recognisable pieces of shirts and table linens, forced against the straining 
surfaces of the works. They are often pushed behind the glass panes of a cupboard or 
display case. The wooden frames and crosspieces remain mostly unaltered. 
Within each mass of furniture, cement and clothes are, poetically, the marks of their 
original users and wearers. The frames and joints of the furniture contain a 
claustrophobic, bound, bolted-together mass contrasting with the familiar cloth of 
domestic life destroyed. It is a brutalised forcing together, trapped and suffocating. 
The once soft and fluid fabrics are now contained and hardened by the concrete pour, 
pushing out against the limits of the claustrophobic spaces they are sealed within 
(Figure 4.2). Something terrible is happening within but the personal details are stifled. 
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Figure 4.2. Doris Salcedo, Untitled [detail], 2007. Art Gallery of NSW 
Crushed behind the surface, the clothing presses desperately through dull grey-white 
and chalky surface of concrete. Salcedo creates cold skins of suffering that meet the 
warmer wood of used furniture. Warmth against chill provides subtle attraction and 
repulsion. These qualities of surface convey moderated pain and suffering. Some of 
the Untitled works intimate a subtle bodily presence in the human scale and height of 
upright cabinets, chairs and shelves. The vertical elements, as Linda Nochlin has 
suggested, indicate life, while in another of Salcedo’s series, Unland, featuring only 
tables, their horizontality signifies death.8 Salcedo speaks of all her works as 
“creatures”, and as such, they are impermanent:  
As creatures, we all deteriorate and go into decline. I’m not building bronze 
or marble monuments but producing works that refer to something 
extremely private, that challenges us constantly by virtue of their 
fragility… We are even exercising an influence on the world by delicately 
touching the surface of an object. Because of that the object changes. If we 
were all capable of understanding the fragility of life, we would be better 
human beings.9  
                                                        
8. Nochlin, Linda. The Body in Pieces: The Fragment as a Metaphor of Modernity. (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1994), 21. 
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Viewed from a distance, the pieces of the Untitled series appear lumpen and 
unmoving. The affective presences of timber and cement require that the surfaces be 
looked at closely to feel the pressured surfaces and cramped spaces behind. Though 
forced together and unified, there is a strain between the coldness of cement and 
warmth and intimacy of wood, which produces simultaneous distancing and an elegiac 
nostalgia. This can be read as the push and pull of feeling (Vedana in the Buddhist 
term) and memory.  
The writer Mieke Bal and curator Anthony Bond both find the works “mute”. To Bond, 
they convey how “disappearance silences communities”.10 It is as though each Untitled 
piece has absorbed the sound of what has been into its interior mass in an 
accumulation of silence and latent memories that brings gravitas and moment to the 
work. Bal has written that Salcedo’s work, through its “conveying pain by inflecting 
it”11 avoids the pitfalls of diminishment, voyeurism, and entertainment in its 
representations of suffering achieved through skillful direction of affect. Bal finds that 
while the absence of maudlin sentimentality in the Untitled works avoids a dictation of 
emotion that would occur with overtly theatrical pathos, Salcedo does this without 
ever falling into indifference.12 Salcedo says of her work: “I believe that the major 
possibilities of art are not in showing the spectacle of violence but instead in hiding 
it… it is the proximity, the latency of violence that interests me”.13 I would argue that 
Bal’s dictation of emotion is actually a positioning against direct representation and 
direct affect, towards distancing in the imaging of suffering.  
This distancing of the Untitled works can be compared with another series by Salcedo, 
titled Atrabiliarios, also represented in the Art Gallery of NSW (Figure 4.3). In this 
series, worn shoes, mostly women’s, are set into niches in the gallery wall which are 
sealed with a translucent animal fibre similar to parchment. The shoes have been sewn 
                                                        
10. Bond, The Idea of Art, 102.  
11. Bal, Of what One Cannot Speak, 119. 
12. Bal, Of what One Cannot Speak, 122.  
13. Princenthal, Salcedo, 40. 
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in behind the fibre into each niche with surgical thread. The single shoes or pairs are 
partially visible through the animal skin, as remnants of violence and suffering. 
 
Figure 4.3: Doris Salcedo, Atrabiliarios, 1992-1997. Art Gallery of NSW 
The work becomes a more powerful testament to suffering than the Untitled series, 
because of Salcedo’s clearer anthropomorphic references in her metaphor. The 
allusion to violence is less moderated than with the pieces of furniture in Untitled 
works. The worn shoes of the Atrabiliarios series works have a greater power to 
visualise personal suffering. The shoe stands for the whole body. This has resonance in 
the Buddhist perspective, where suffering needs to be represented as wholly 
experienced. A Buddhist approach to suffering points to a representational articulation 
of bodies, for it is in and with the body that suffering lies. Atrabiliarios presents a more 
effective and affective balance between the poetic ambiguity of inflection and the 
shock of direct representation. The totality of suffering that art can convey may be lost 
in less representational, and overly nuanced expressions.  
Transience and movement in the works of Oscar Munoz 
Oscar Munoz was born in Colombia in 1951, and studied in the 1970s at the School of 
Fine Art in Cali, where he still lives and works. In 2004, he founded Lugar a Dudas 
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(Space for Doubts), the cultural centre in Cali.14 Munoz writes that, today his work is 
based on: 
… my endeavour to understand the mechanism developed by a society which 
has ultimately suffered the routinisation of war… A past, a present and in all 
likelihood a future full of violent events on a daily basis, which are stubbornly 
repeated, in a practically identical fashion.15  
Like Salcedo, Munoz’s work is a silent recognition and protest for the thousands of 
people who disappeared and were murdered in Columbia’s civil strife. Munoz works 
from photo-images drawn from the obituaries of newspapers in Cali. Each image is of a 
person missing, presumed dead in the violence. His work is a Sisyphean effort to 
apprehend the incomprehensible suffering of the civilian population of Colombia and 
surrounding nations. The 2005 work, Proyecta para un Memorial (Plans for a 
Memorial) consists of five video projections (Figure 4.4).16 In each projection, the 
artist’s hand is seen drawing a face with water onto warm, dry concrete. As quickly as 
the image is drawn, the water evaporates, and with it, the image. When the image has 
disappeared, the artist starts again, in another place, with another projection of an 
impression of another face.17 
                                                        
14. The Centre brings together artists from around the world to work at the intersection of art and 
politics.www.lugaradudas.org. 
15. http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-munoz/artists-artist-works/# Accessed April 10, 2017. 
16. http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-munoz/artists-installation-stills/#5. 
17. The Taiwanese artist Charwei Tsai, in her work Circle II, 2009, employs a similar immaterial strategy 
with an identifiably Buddhist image, but drawing an ink circle on ice. The circle is an Enso, a mark 
particular to Zen Buddhism indicating voidness. 
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Figure 4.4. Oscar Munoz, Proyecta para un Memorial (Plans for a Memorial), 2005, five video 
projections. 2007 Venice Biennale  
The images appear and vanish across each of the five projections. As one appears by 
the artist’s hand, another disappears on another screen. The images and process 
combine to produce a bold, bodily statement on suffering: the inexplicable violence, 
cruelty, loss, and transience of life during war. Each face is captured fleetingly, 
allowing only moments to register and read a face, to know a person. The viewer tries 
to form and identify an anonymous someone before they are removed from view. 
They are lost to us. What we want to be stable and knowable becomes its opposite - 
no substance. Suffering in war and the inherent suffering of the human condition are 
momentarily unified in the painful transience of the process. The viewer moves around 
the darkened room, catching one disappearing image after another. The movement 
and the changes in perspective are important to the work, as the viewer’s own body 
comes into play. There is a bodily awareness and relationship to the seeing. The viewer 
moves with their whole being, not just with static thoughts.  
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A similar work is in the permanent collection of the Art Gallery of NSW,18  titled 
Biografias (Biographies) (2002). It is also an installation using five projections (Figures 
4.5 and 4.6). In this work, each projection is a record of an image being created on top 
of a sink full of water. A portrait is created by sifting coal dust through a prepared silk 
screen. The dust, being hydrophobic, gathers on top of the water surface, creating the 
image. Once the image is established on the surface of the water, the drain is opened 
and the water rushes out, with the image, down the drain, the dust drawn and 
disappearing into a whirlpool.  
 
Figure 4.5. Oscar Munoz, Biografias, 2002, five projections on floor. Art Gallery of NSW 
                                                        
18. Anthony Bond, The Idea of Art: Building a Contemporary International Art Collection, (Sydney: New 
South Publishing, 2015) 103. https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/exhibitions/oscar-munoz/ 
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Figure 4.6. Oscar Munoz, Biografias, 2002, detail. Art Gallery of NSW 
In this and the water-and-concrete projections, we are attracted to an image quickly 
and skillfully made. Then, we see the image either evaporate or drain away. Both make 
evident temporality and transience. The realities of Colombia’s horror parallel the 
reality of impermanence. As we try to cling to the constructed image, we also feel its 
unstoppable loss. Suffering is subtly manifested. We cling to the idea of form (Rupa). 
Neither the suffering felt by victims and survivors, nor its political implications are 
diminished. The works demonstrate ways to make the suffering of violence and loss 
visible and experiential through the fleeting forms of the faces – which more literally 
than Salcedo’s shoes - stand for the whole bodies. We can absorb and comprehend 
the tragedies without averting our gaze, or being lost in inflected surfaces. In an 
interview, when asked, “Are we all doomed?” Munoz replied, “Fortunately, we are just 
doomed by the passage of time”.19  
The abstraction of suffering in Bill Viola’s Man of Sorrows (2001) 
Bill Viola is an American video artist who has been influenced by both Eastern and 
Western religious traditions. He has studied Zen Buddhism in Japan, as well Christian 
                                                        
19. Oscar Munoz, “Artists tackle ten existential questions” (New Statesman, June 23, 2008), 40. 
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mysticism. His works are often slow, meditative video studies of transformation, 
between air and water, light and dark, happiness and sorrow, and life and death. A 
major series titled The Passions is a series of meditations on suffering derived from Old 
Master paintings. In these works, as in others, Viola emphasises the face and its 
expressions of suffering. In relation to religious paintings, Viola said of this video 
series:  
People have been going to cathedrals for centuries to see venerated icons of 
Mother Mary, not necessarily to experience the story of a mother who lost her 
son, but to share their pain and grief with an image that accepts all human 
suffering equally, and with infinite capacity.20  
Linda Nochlin stresses the importance of the direct apprehension of suffering bodies in 
such works based on religious narratives:  
Art historians like myself, wrapped up in the nineteenth century and in gender 
theory, have a tendency to forget that the human body is not an object of 
desire, but the site of suffering, pain and death, a lesson that the scholars of 
older art, with its insistent iconography of martyrs and victims, of the damned 
suffering in hell and the blessed suffering on earth, can never ignore.21  
Man of Sorrows is one of a series of 20 video works by Bill Viola comprising The 
Passions, created during an artist’s residency at the Getty Centre from 2001 to 2003.22 
Viola was influenced by Renaissance religious images that he had admired in the Getty 
Museum. He has also related this body of work to loss, in the passing of his father, and 
then his mother.23 As the title suggests, the Passion works are based on the Christian 
image of Christ’s suffering. Christ’s Passion encapsulates an extreme suffering but also 
a promise of redemption through its narrative. The Passion has inspired a vast array of 
imagery that relates to the story of Christ, but also allows the connection to suffering 
through loss that Viola and Nochlin refer to. Transformation is a major part of several 
                                                        
20. Bass and Jacob, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 255. 
21. Linda Nochlin, The Body in Pieces, 18. 
22. The whole series was shown at the National Gallery of Australia in 2005. https://nga.gov.au/viola/ 
23. John Walsh, ed. Bill Viola: The Passions, (Los Angeles: The John Paul Getty Museum, 2003), 22. 
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videos in the series, most often depicted in the form of deluges of water. From a 
Buddhist perspective, these deluges are the work of a differentiated exterior power, 
since water is the symbol of an omnipotent transmogrifier rather than an internal 
agency. 
 
Figure 4.7. Bill Viola, Man of Sorrows, 2001, video. National Gallery of Australia, 2005. 
Some of the works in the series are sequences, such as Emergence (2002), that directly 
relate to the story of Jesus’s suffering and resurrection, while other works like 
Catherine’s Room (2001) show the solitary contemplations of ordinary life. Still other 
pieces in the series not specifically citing the larger Biblical narratives are taken from 
isolated details of Old Master paintings which Viola has abstracted to highlight a 
simple gesture or emotion for close scrutiny. They capture suffering as an immediate 
but isolated screen presence.  
Man of Sorrows (2001) is a high-definition plasma screen video image of a man’s head 
and shoulders (Figure 4.7), projected at almost life-size. The clean-shaven protagonist 
wears a denim shirt; he appears to be an ordinary man. Very slowly, he moves, 
writhing within a deep cyclic sorrow from which there is no escape. Each grimace and 
twist is recorded in all its detail. As with the majority of The Passions’ pieces, the speed 
is slowed so that each nuance of the body’s movement can be taken in. The slow 
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changes in the man’s expression expose his tendons, muscles and skins as the forms of 
a deep sorrow. The viewer is made keenly aware of its intense embodiment. Within 
the trajectory of every bodily movement and facial contortion is peak and trough in a 
stream of emotion. As the video repeats endlessly, the viewer enters the scene again 
and again. Unlike the moving viewer of Munoz’s projections, here the viewer is 
stationary in front of the screen, focused on the flow of anguished suffering.  
The title, Man of Sorrows, refers to the biblical basis of the work, although the 
narrative, either from the Book of Isaiah or the Gospels is not directly part of the work. 
There is no reference to a scriptural narrative nor to a God who controls it. We see no 
disfigured man of Isaiah nor the cuts or thorns of the New Testament account. 
Therefore, without its title, the subject matter would not be identified as specifically 
Christian, but more simply an imaging of suffering. The immediacy, from the emotional 
abstraction, is key here. Despite our knowing this video of slow sadness presented is 
performed by an actor, we still connect with the portrayal of suffering. Like in Munoz’s 
work, time has an essential role in affect. Unlike in Munoz’s work, the body of the 
viewer does not. 
The olfactory sense in the works of Zhang Huan 
Zhang Huan is an artist working between New York and Shanghai. From 1993 to 2005, 
he was known primarily as a performance artist. The works of that period were 
characterised by their political themes, and by his endurance. They are chronicles of 
the lived experience of suffering in the lives of Chinese people, including his own 
family in Hunan province. In one performance, 12 Square Meters, 1994, he sat in a 
dirty toilet block, his body covered in honey and fish juices. He very quickly became 
engulfed by flies. The work pointed to the poor sanitation conditions endured by 
villagers in the province. In another work, To Raise the Water Level in a Fishpond, 
1997, he stands with a group of farmers in a pond.24 It was a quixotic response to 
China’s bureaucracy and central planning that affects villagers’ and migrant workers’ 
lives.  
                                                        
24. Both works are in the Collection of the Gallery of Modern Art, Queensland Art Gallery. 
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From 2005, Zhang’s focus shifted from performance to painting and sculpture. The 
studio works are often marked by their vast scale: 10-metre canvases painted with ash, 
and enormous sculptural works assembled from reclaimed religious objects such as 
castes of the Buddha form. The three-dimensional works utilise castes of discarded 
Buddha statues, reworked from remnants of existing Buddha forms sourced from Tibet 
(Figure 4.8).25  
 
Figure 4.8. Zhang Huan, Long Island Buddha, 2010 
Zhang’s sculptural productions and performance work have both been linked to 
Buddhism, as Bass and Jacob note in their Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 2004. He 
                                                        
25. A large selection of these works was shown at the Foundation Louis Vuitton, Paris, July 2016. 
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has identified as Buddhist, although this is by no means essential to making Buddhist 
works.26 On his return to Shanghai from New York in 2005, Zhang was initiated into the 
Ju Shi lay Buddhist order, with the name Ci Ren.27  
In Shanghai, Zhang became fascinated with the remnant ash from incense offerings in 
local temples as material for art. For more than ten years, he has been creating two- 
and three-dimensional works from this ash on a scale from the domestic to the 
monumental. The incense ash is collected from Buddhist temples in and around 
Shanghai by his studio team, sieved, and then sorted into a tonal palette from black to 
white for the monochromatic ash paintings. For the sculptural works, in contrast, the 
ash remains unsorted and un-sieved. The jetsam of Chinese temple offerings thus 
becomes an important part of the sculptural works’ materiality: partially burnt incense 
sticks, wrappings and ash clumps protrude from the moulded surfaces. Nostalgia 
imbues the work through recognisable remnants. These remains are an affective 
presence as the melancholy of discarded objects.  
The ashes have been used in works such as Berlin Buddha, 2007, which was restaged 
as Sydney Buddha at Carriageworks, Sydney in 2015 (Figure 4.9). For this work, Zhang 
first constructed an aluminium mould of a monumental Buddha Statue. The collected, 
un-sieved incense ash was then pressed into the mould to make the gigantic Buddha 
form. As the mould was removed, small parts of the form began to give way and 
collapse on the floor. The face of the Buddha is the most unstable part, as it has 
difficult undercuts that hold the material to the mould. Because of its fragility, the face 
mould was taken away last, often with great ceremony, which added to the drama of 
the work. Gradually, over the weeks of the exhibition, more and more ash dislodged 
from the form, leaving a poignantly headless, then armless Buddha statue. Regardless 
of their scale, one of the pivotal qualities of these ash sculptures is their instability, 
fragility, and intrinsic impermanence.  
                                                        
26.  Jacobs and Brauen (2010) have shown this in their exhibition, Three Grains of Emptiness. 
27. http://www.zhanghuan.com/ShowText.asp?id=36&sClassID=3. 
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Figure 4.9. Zhang Huan, Sydney Buddha, 2015. Carriageworks, Sydney 
The evocative self-portrait busts titled Ash Heads (2007)28 form another body of work 
(Figure 4.10). The heads are expressive self-portraits of Zhang. They are modelled, as 
though in clay, from incense ash mixed with binder. While there is clearly a 
representative resemblance to Zhang, these works are more concerned with 
expressing an experience of existential torment. Like the figures of Alberto Giacometti 
(1901-1966), they are lonely, etiolated and tragic figures. They are not full, stoic or 
strong, but flaking. They haven’t the durability of marble or bronze, and the works 
themselves know this and speak of it. They do not aim to immortalise like Roman 
busts, and cannot therefore be records for posterity. They survive, but without any 
sense of permanence. We, too, cannot last, but we tend to forget that.  
                                                        
28. The Ash Heads were exhibited at the former Haunch of Venison Gallery in Zurich, 2009 and later at 
Storm King, New York State, 2014.  
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Figure 4.10. Zhang Huan, Ash Heads, 2007. 
The most affective part of the ash heads is their smell, which hits viscerally before you 
see them. As you enter the room seeing and smelling then become intertwined 
experiences, along with touch. The works have a charge as the viewer processes their 
odour. It is a slightly dirty, unpleasant feeling. The smell of smoke is physically 
captured on surface of the skin and in the nostrils, a bodily smell that is tied to the 
dustiness of the incense ash. The viewer is attentive in a way that non-olfactory work 
cannot compel. Not synesthetic in the conventional sense, it nevertheless links all the 
senses, including, of course, mind. The olfactory sensation recalls images and 
memories of incense and the smoke of eastern temples and orthodox churches. 
Perception and identification trigger associative feelings, volitions and memories, 
linked through the works’ materiality and manufacture. The Citta moves back and 
forth from presence of the smell to the thoughts, feelings and identifications it 
conjures. Compared to Viola’s visibly anguished head, these sculptures work in a 
different way and on a different level. While both infer suffering, the heads of Zhang 
Huan abuse all the senses. 
The creative works of this thesis similarly work with odour, of undefined burnt 
cardboard or wood, a dirty smoke that is felt on the skin as well as through the nose. 
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Working with burning and smoke is associative in ways that more conventional media 
are not. The viewer is brought into a more conscious play of the senses, and with the 
processes of the Khandhas, in particular, feeling, perception and volition.  
Transcendence in Mark Rothko’s Alternative Chapel Paintings (1966) 
I just paint the woes already here.29  
Mark Rothko (1903-1970) set out to make people cry in front of his work. He said: “The 
people who weep before my pictures are having the same religious experience that I 
had when I painted them”.30 In this, he succeeded; James Elkins has catalogued letters 
from viewers of Rothko’s work in which they describe weeping as they view his 
paintings, or afterwards. One of the leading painters associated with Abstract 
Expressionism and the New York School of the 1950s, Rothko had, by 1949, developed 
what is widely regarded as his mature style - large brushed rectangles floating in dark 
seas of warm colour.31  
                                                        
29. Mark Rothko, Writings on Art, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 135. 
30. James Elkins, Pictures and Tears, (New York; Routledge, 2004), 12. 
31. The Tate Gallery, Mark Rothko Exhibition Catalogue, (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1987), 50. 
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Figure 4.11. Mark Rothko, The Alternate Chapel Paintings, 1965. Menil Collection Gallery, 
Houston 
I made the journey in June 2013 to see the Rothko Chapel in Houston. It was an 
installation that had a special place in my imagination, created through art history 
books and classes and my experience of other of his works. I had seen the Seagram 
murals in the Rothko Room at Tate Britain in 1987. That was a moving experience, and 
I imagined the Chapel would be even more so. However, when I finally arrived, I was 
greatly disappointed. The paintings were faded dull monochromes, more lifeless than I 
could have imagined.32 Unmoved, I left and walked across the parklands to the Menil 
Collection, located close by in the parkland suburb of Montrose, Houston.  
Wandering through the Menil’s exhibition spaces I came into a room which held only 
the suite of so-called Alternate Rothko Chapel paintings (Figure 4.11). The canvases are 
                                                        
32. Dana Cranmer has discussed the conservation issues with Rothko’s work in the Tate Gallery’s 1987 
Rothko exhibition catalogue. 
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of heroic scale, vertical and anthropomorphic in their proportions. Standing in front of 
each took up my entire field of vision. I had to look up to see the whole surface, and 
take in the dark floating and brooding rectangle that quivered in the upper part of 
each canvas. The colours were physically and metaphorically dark: heavy maroons, 
browns and blacks that form lean, watching cyphers.  
Surrounded by these canvases, I was moved to tears. They stood over me like the taut 
bodies of protective sentries. They made me feel inconsequential. In their ability to 
stop my mental narratives and self-importance, they were stunning and astonishing. 
Rothko had done it!  He had painted “the woes” of which he spoke, making present 
the suffering in our lives. The suspension of the processes of self, and from that, 
suffering, were writ large on canvas, revealed in the safe confines of a fine art gallery. 
Both the scale of these giant guardians and their mysterious surfaces showed my 
suffering. These vast thin static sheets of canvas and paint gave little away, but 
revealed everything. There was little to grasp or repel. Both mental and physical forms 
had become enigmatic. Attempts to form, feel or identify a “me” was momentarily 
difficult. Formations of self through the clinging Khandhas were refused.  
I had the experience of seeing myself looking, as if from outside of my body. My 
discerning, discriminating, judging mind briefly stopped so that everything that seems 
important falls away. I let go, and cried quietly, from sadness, but also in the joy of 
momentary release. These were tears of recognition of the created suffering self and 
of experiencing the beauty of liberation, however fleeting. Within, there was a small 
transformation, the momentary seeing of suffering, and the potential for release from 
it, as the Buddha described. When, a little later, a museum guard wandered in, I 
immediately worried about how I must look.  
The appeal of the Buddhist perspective is just this: like art, Buddhism 
challenges thinking as a path to knowing. And what both the creation and the 
perception of art share with Buddhist meditation practice is that they allow us 
to forget ourselves and thus realize ourselves. They are parallel practices.33  
                                                        
33. Baas, Smile of the Buddha, 11. 
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Moving through Richard Serra’s East-West/West-East 
 
Figure 4.12. Richard Serra, East-West/West-East, 2014. Zekreet Desert, Qatar 
Richard Serra is renowned for his large-scale site-specific sculptures, fabricated from 
Cor-Ten steel plate. From the 1970s onwards he had completed large, site-specific 
commissions in Europe and the United States, including the then controversial Tilted 
Arc of 1981. 
The journey to see East-West/West-East is no small undertaking. From Sydney, 
following the 14-hour flight to Doha, there is a two-hour trip by 4WD northwest into 
the desert of Qatar (Figure 4.12). On the way, there I was aware of my thoughts and 
expectations, and preconceptions. I thought I knew Serra’s work quite well, and so was 
looking forward to experiencing the work’s scale and materiality. His work can be 
energizing, and can elicit a very direct bodily experience. The works are about objects, 
but they are also about the experience of spaces that are “interbeing” with the 
nominal object. The experience of the work is to walk the work. Serra said of Shift, 
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from 1972: “The intent of the work is an awareness of physicality in time, space and 
motion”.34  
This physicality may also be read as hyper-masculine - overbearing, theatrical and 
threatening.35 The scale of many of his later works is immense, but also precarious as 
sculptures. Delineator (1974) for instance, consists of two 2.5-ton plates, one on the 
floor and one attached to the ceiling above. To view Delineator, you need to walk 
(somewhat apprehensively) under one and on top of the other. The experience of 
passing under is thrilling. In Equal Elevations - Plumb Run (1983), installed at the 
Nassau County Museum in New York, the necessity of walking through the work and 
its changing perspectives anticipates East West/West-East (Figure 4.13).36 The 
horizontality of Equal Elevations invokes death, whereas East–West’s verticality is 
about life. 
                                                        
34. Richard Serra, Writings Interviews, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) 12. 
35. Anna Chave, Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power, in Art in Culture: An Anthology of Critical Texts. 
Edited by Francis Franscina and Jonathan Harris, (Nashville: Harper Collins, 1992), 274. 
36. http://nassaumuseum.org/sculpture_page_6.php. 
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Figure 4.13. Richard Serra, Equal Elevations – Plumb Run, 1983 Nassau County Museum, New 
York 
East-West/West-East consists of four metal plates of between 14 and 16 metres tall, 
set in a line in a shallow valley. The actual height of each plate is determined by its 
relationship with the gypsum mesas that sit either side of the valley, perpendicular to 
the line of the work. The plates themselves are huge, rusty Cor-Ten steel sheets that 
will rust relentlessly in the oppressive heat, salt and humidity of Persian Gulf summers. 
The valley, and the plates that stand within straddle a thin isthmus northwest of 
Qatar’s capital, Doha. At each end of the valley, running the east-west, you can see the 
shimmering waters of the Gulf.  
The spacing between each plate varies. From one end to the other they gradually 
move further apart, several hundred metres between each. The towering surfaces of 
the Cor-Ten plates are rich red-brown weathered, aging and decaying (Figure 4.14). As 
I moved closer to each plate I could see and feel the rust present with the dust and salt 
in the air.  
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Figure 4.14. Richard Serra, 2014, East-West/West-East, 2014, [detail] 
East-West/West East is different to Serra’s other work by virtue of the plates being 
perfectly erect and plumbed vertically in a straight line. They don’t have the sense of 
monumental mass such as more recent cubic works like Interval (2013), nor are they 
like the three-dimensional twisting labyrinths such as The Matter of Time, (1994-2005) 
in the Guggenheim Museum, Bilbao. The plates of East/West have a leanness in 
contrast to their towering height (Figure 4.15), yet are of course still immensely heavy. 
Each plate is a 15cm thick steel, but their height and thinness transcend their weight. 
Importantly, they are not three-dimensional, in the sense that they form a mass; 
rather, they are flat austere verticals standing as silent signs, screens or markers in the 
desert. 
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Figure 4.15. Richard Serra, East-West/West-East, 2014, Qatar 
As I walked slowly from one end of the valley to the other, the relationships and 
proportions of each plate changed. There was a vivid sense of there being no time, but 
only awareness of the plates themselves, the light, the mesas creating the valley space, 
the crunching of the gypsum sand as I walked one foot after another. At one point, I 
became aware that the sun had started to set, casting longer shadows down the 
valley. There is something undoubtedly anthropomorphic in the proportions, like 
gigantic versions of Giacometti figures stripped to their sinew and bone. Towering 
bodies in slow decay, these immensely tall elegiac figureless figures mutely, stoically 
keep watch over me and my lot (Figure 4.16). Four physical and metaphoric sentinels 
stand guard across this east-west divide, with the solemnity of Easter Island figures. 
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They are four guardians that see and know life and death, warning me of my fate.
 
Figure 4.16. Richard Serra, East-West/West-East, 2014, Qatar 
East-West/ West-East is an artwork that articulates suffering like few others. Being in 
its presence is overwhelming. Walking slowly and carefully the kilometre or so across 
the desert, alone, from the first plate to the last, I was quietly moved to tears. The 
height, shape, surface and placement of each plate go beyond immediate formal 
concerns so that it is no longer a minimalist series of mundane materials. These steel 
plates refused my tendency to cling to illusions and create ideas. Their scale, surface 
and setting dwarf attempts to feel, identify and will. Creating a self through feeling, 
identification and volition is arrested; the “I” begins to disintegrate. The floors and 
walls of “me”, that is this self-constructed house move so I no longer know where I 
stand. In the sense of Edmund Burke’s notion of sublimity, the steel plates are sublime. 
Their beauty evinces both terror and fear but also goes beyond those sensations.37 
They are transformative in their capacity to show us our fear, caused by the threat to 
                                                        
37. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 53. 
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our sense of self. Here, that fear was slowly exposed and lifted off as my body moved 
across the valley.  
From outside of myself, I am aware of the smallness of that self. All my senses are alive, 
but I don’t try to impose control on the work. Stefan Germer, writing on Serra, 
concluded, “The sensory organs are therefore suitable organs of philosophy, because 
they are the organs of human praxis”.38 While vision and silence are transformative in 
the case of Rothko, Serra’s work transforms through the unity of all the senses. His 
work stops the experiencing mind. 
The art of Salcedo and Munoz, and Zhang Huan and Viola exhibit different techniques 
in the visual knowing and articulation of suffering. By degrees, suffering can be seen 
and let go. The works of Rothko and Serra allow us to confront the suffering ego-self 
and let it slip our grasp. My experience of these works is that each lightens the load of 
Dukkha by allowing me to see my suffering so that I may then choose to let go of it. 
The role of suffering in contemporary art exhibitions related to Buddhism 
The seeing and arrest of suffering is the raison d’etre of Buddhism, and is at the heart 
of the work of some artists. The latter part of this chapter considers a range of 
contemporary art exhibitions related to Buddhism to examine the extent to which the 
theme of suffering is apparent. This investigation situates my creative work.  
Many of the exhibitions in the United States and Australia that will be discussed have 
arisen from, or have been influenced by Awake: Art, Buddhism, and the Dimensions of 
Consciousness, the Buddhism and art consortium based in California, which ran from 
1999 to 2005. It followed smaller fora at the Grey Gallery, New York University, and 
prior to that, an exhibition at Hofstra University, New York, titled The Trans Parent 
Thread.39 Artists, arts professionals, critics, and interested others formed Awake “to 
investigate the relationship between the meditative, creative and perceiving mind; and 
                                                        
38. Stefan Germer, “The Work of the Senses: Reflections on Richard Serra” in Richard Serra, (Madrid: 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1991), 143. 
39. Gail Gelburd and Geri De Paoli, The Trans Parent Thread: Asian Philosophy in Recent American Art, 
1990 (New York: Hofstra University). 
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the implications of Buddhist perspectives for artistic and museum practices”.40 More 
than 50 exhibitions and performances were staged as part of its program.41 The 
facilitators were Jacquelynn Baas, then Director of the Berkeley Art Museum, 
University of California.  Her co-facilitator (and co-author of Buddha Mind in 
Contemporary Art, 2004) was Mary Jane Jacob, Adjunct Professor at the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago. Over a two-year period, the Awake Consortium held eight 
colloquia for which 50 artists, writers and philosophers were invited to contribute 
white papers that were reflections on art practice and theory related to Buddhism 
(and which later became Baas and Jacob’s book).  
My creative research for this thesis fills a gap in the representation of suffering in 
exhibitions and research, such as those conducted by the Awake Consortium. Similar 
to other books on the subject of a Buddhist approach to art that will be cited here, the 
glossary of Buddhist terms in Buddha Mind contains no mention of Dukkha. Moreover, 
the indexes have few listings for the term suffering. 
The artist Suzanne Lacy, for instance, was one of the few writers who addressed 
suffering in her white paper for Awake, and the subsequent book chapter in Buddha 
Mind. Lacy’s perspective is that of both an engaged Buddhist and an activist artist.42 
She drew a link in her paper between addressing suffering in art on one hand, and 
individual art and meditation practice, on the other.43 The argument Lacy puts forward 
is that the emphasis in art practice and curation has been toward individualised 
practice, which she considers is where “the artist exists within a Western European 
tradition of individualism, and art-making is seen as a liberating practice of self-
hood”.44 Thus, individualised practice has been privileged in the discourse of art and 
Buddhism over and against more engaged social practices. The practice of Buddhism as 
described in the Early Buddhist Texts, which have been the source of analysis in this 
                                                        
40. Baas and Jacob, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 13. 
41. Baas and Jacob, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 13. 
42. David W. Chappell, “Engaged Buddhists in a Global Society: Who is being liberated?” in Socially 
Engaged Buddhism for the New Millennium (Bangkok: The Sathirakoses-Nagapradipa Foundation, 1999), 
76. Engaged Buddhism refers to a range of socially and politically active movements worldwide. More 
introspective and often institutionalised Buddhisms focus on ritual and meditation. 
43. Suzanne Lacy, “Having It Good: Reflections of Engaged Art and Engaged Buddhism”. In Buddha Mind 
in Contemporary Art, 101. 
44. Lacy, “Having it Good”, 105. 
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dissertation, is an interplay of meditation and social practice. The direct address of 
suffering in art offers a bridge between these two seemingly opposed models of art 
practice; individualized and socially engaged. The investigation of suffering through art 
are internal and external processes which both lead to compassion and action. The 
knowing of our own suffering allows us to see the suffering of others.  
In a similar way, Jennie Klein (Associate Professor of Art History at Ohio University) saw 
that the shortcomings of the Awake Consortium lay in its generally apolitical stance 
and its overall lack of attention to Engaged Buddhist movements.45 She questioned 
why an art project such as Awake didn’t engage with the Western coalition’s invasion 
of Iraq and its consequences. She situated this lack of engagement as an issue of 
Karma, or cause and effect, given “that we are all grounded in a larger universe and 
that actions have consequences”.  Inaction similarly has consequences. Klein sees that 
art needs to “[take] into account the cultural, historical, ethnic, and social specificity of 
artists and their work, and the sites where they are installed”.46  
Only three artists of the 25 involved in the consortium, and represented in the 
subsequent book, addressed suffering in some way. Two of these artists were Bill Viola 
and Zhang Huan, whose work has been discussed above. The other was Laurie 
Anderson. In Anderson’s white paper, she drew attention to the real danger of 
aestheticizing suffering, as Adorno did in the wake of Auschwitz. Anderson quotes the 
writer Edith Hamilton: “A tragedy cannot take place around a type. There is no such 
thing as typical suffering except in the mind, a pallid image of the philosopher’s 
making, not the artist”. 47 Specificity is the key. For Anderson, attending closely to 
individual suffering is where beauty actually lies. This, she suggests, is a possible way 
out of some of the societal dilemmas noted by Lacy.  
Another major exhibition on Buddhism and contemporary art was Three Grains of 
Emptiness in 2010 at the Rubin Museum.48 Curators Mary Jo Jacobs and Martin Brauen 
                                                        
45. Jennie Klein. “Being Mindful: West Coast Reflections on Buddhism and Art”. In PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art 27, 1, (2005), 82-90.  
46. Klein, “Being Mindful”, 90. 
47. Laurie Anderson, “Time and Beauty” in Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art, 118. 
48. The Rubin Museum in New York is an established private gallery with an emphasis in showing 
historical artworks from the Buddhist Vajrayana tradition of Tibethttp://rubinmuseum.org/about 
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selected works that they considered enlarged our understanding of Buddhism through 
an emphasis on emptiness (Sunnata). Though suffering is related to the concepts of 
emptiness and impermanence in Buddhism, it is not mentioned by either curator in 
the catalogue. Prior to Grains of Emptiness was The Third Mind: American Artists 
Contemplate Asia, 1860 to 1889, at the Guggenheim Museum, New York City. This 
exhibition was in some ways a visual explication of Baas’ historical overview, Smile of 
the Buddha. The show described the significant influence of Buddhism in American art, 
with many of the same artists appearing in both Smile of the Buddha and The Third 
Mind. Through these exhibitions and accompanying catalogues, the strong relationship 
between American Art and Zen Buddhism was seen to be thoroughly established, 
particularly through the influence and stimulus of the work of the philosopher Alan 
Watts (1915-1973), and of the Buddhist teacher D.T. Suzuki (1870-1966). 
The Australian context 
Since 2000, there have been at least five curated exhibitions in Australia that have 
brought together Buddhism and contemporary visual arts practice, including: 
• Buddha: Radiant Awakening, 2001, AGNSW; 
• Three Views of Emptiness, 2001, Monash University Museum of Art; 
• Montien Boonma: Temple of the Mind, 2004, National Gallery of Australia;  
• Buddha in Suburbia: Greater Western Sydney, 2005, Liverpool Regional Gallery; and 
• Smile of the Buddha: Image of Enlightenment, 2007, Drill Hall Gallery, Australian 
National University. 
Two other solo exhibitions have been mounted in the AGNSW’s Contemporary Project 
Space that have identified Buddhist imagery or content. In 1995, there was Lindy Lee’s 
No Up, No Down: I am the 10,000 Things, and the collaborative work of Tim Johnson 
and My Le Thi, Yam Yum, in 2002.  
Buddha: Radiant Awakening, curated by Jackie Menzies at the AGNSW was a major 
survey exhibition of both traditional and contemporary Buddhist art. Within this 
extensive exhibition there is only one traditional image of suffering, that of the 
Emaciated Buddha of the Gandharan period, 3rd century CE. In terms of contemporary 
images, there was only one work that connoted suffering, Liu Xiao Xian’s Our Gods. In 
this work, Lui paired a portrait of the crucified Christ with the Chinese Budai Luohan 
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(Laughing Buddha) image (Figure 4.17). The ironic comparison between the two 
images removed the focus on suffering, even from the crucifixion image. Though 
Radiant Awakening was a wide-ranging exhibition, Dukkha was not a prominent 
theme. As noted earlier with other exhibitions, neither suffering, nor the Buddhist 
term Dukkha appear in the glossary of the Radiant Awaking catalogue. 
 
Figure 4.17. Lui Xiao Xian, Our Gods, 2000, digital Prints, 100cm x 100cm. 
Three Views of Emptiness, at Monash University in 2001, brought together three 
Australian artists, Tim Johnson, Lindy Lee and Peter Tyndall. Of these three, Lee’s 
works express her awareness of suffering through black splatterings of pigment and 
hot wax in her examination of the idea of self as “a constantly changing aggregation of 
experiences”.49 The works present the viewer with voids - places of darkness where 
suffering is manifest and in which the self can be lost 
In Montien Boonma: Temple of the Mind, 2004, at Canberra’s National Gallery of 
Australia, a recurrent theme of doubt and suffering was embodied in Boonma’s 
symbolic use of the question mark. Montien Boonma’s life had been marked with 
tragedies that were once predicted by a Thai Buddhist monk. He first lost his wife, 
Chancham, to cancer in 1994, and would himself die of cancer in 2000. His approach to 
working with suffering was an art practice that drew upon traditional Thai Buddhist 
                                                        
49. Lindy Lee, “The Ten Thousand Things” in Three Views of Emptiness: Buddhism, and the Art of Tim 
Johnson, Lindy Lee, and Peter Tyndall. (Clayton: Monash University Art Museum, 2001), 31. 
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imagery. He recreated Stupas (Chedi), the begging bowls of monks, and temple bells in 
wood, clay and soil as ways to reconnect with the world, akin to the Bhumispara image 
of the Buddha (Figure 4.18). Each work was steeped in the questioning of the outward 
forms of Thai Buddhist culture, but also in the suffering implicit in the struggle to 
articulate those questions. Thus, his sign of suffering became the question mark. 
 
Figure 4.18. Montien Boonma, Untitled: Two Acts II, 1996, bronze 50 
Smile of the Buddha: Image of Enlightenment, 2007, at the Drill Hall Gallery, Australian 
National University, in some ways recalls Buddha: Radiant Awakening at the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales. It presented a survey of traditional Buddhist sculptural 
forms intermixed with contemporary artworks. The curators selected a range of 
Australian artists whose lives and work held associations with Buddhism. Of the five 
artists whose work was featured, it was again Lindy Lee’s work which visually engaged 
with suffering. The titles of works such as Dark Star (2006) and When the World is 
destroyed it is not Destroyed (2007) allude to larger questions of our place in the 
                                                        
50. https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/216.2002.a-m/ 
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universe, as well as inner questions of darkness and suffering. Both works were large 
dark paintings using black pigment and wax (Figure 4.19).  
 
Figure 4.19. Lindy Lee, Dark Star, 2006, synthetic Polymer paint, oil and wax on board  
Lee’s paintings were made using her calligraphic splatter technique that presents to 
the viewer dark brooding surfaces that speak of the void, emptiness and suffering. As 
to the matter of where, on the spectrum of images of suffering, Lee’s work sits, while 
the paintings are large-scale, they don’t speak of or to the body. They are formed 
within a landscape rectangle not related to the human form. Like Salcedo’s Untitled 
works, suffering is abstracted, or as Bal has it, inflected.  
Similarly to the American experience, the overall composition of these Australian 
exhibitions with thematically Buddhist bases, the subject of suffering is only 
occasionally evident. Suffering does not figure to any significant extent in the 
overarching curatorial statements, nor in the artists’ reflections on their work. Here 
lies the gap that my creative research has sought to fill. 
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Conclusion 
The chapter has examined the work of six artists in order to develop a visual 
understanding of the conditions of human suffering. Works from Doris Salcedo and 
Oscar Munoz, Bill Viola and Zhang Huan, Richard Serra and the late Mark Rothko have 
been paired to analyse different approaches to understanding aspects of the condition 
of suffering in visual images. What has emerged is that the use of human proportions 
to suggest the body as the site of suffering can be invoked as a component of a visual 
lexicon to understand suffering. The effect of materiality, such as in Zhang Huan’s use 
of ash to mould his forms, added layers of meaning as the senses of the viewer were 
unified. The emphasis on the movement of the viewer also becomes important in 
changing perceptions of the relationship of the viewer to the work. These ideas have 
been explored and applied in my creative research. Finally, a survey of contemporary 
exhibitions which have drawn on Buddhist themes in the US and Australia with 
Buddhist themes revealed that suffering has been given only very minor consideration 
in visual art contemporary practice, notwithstanding that Dukkha remains the essential 
rationale of Buddhism. 
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Chapter 5 – The creative works: Buddhism, burning and not-self 
This chapter situates the creative research in terms of the third of Buddhism’s three 
marks of existence, the concept of Anatta, or not-self, that correlates with suffering 
and impermanence. Interwoven in the concept of Anatta is a long history of burning 
and self-sacrifice. Imagery, concepts and history are important to the Buddhist 
understanding of the self. The burning of human figures as art and in effigy in my 
creative research relates to the disturbing history of self-immolation in Buddhism. 
Tibetan monks and nuns continue to burn themselves alive in protest at Chinese 
hegemony.1 This art is not, however, about self- immolation in a literal sense that was 
initially prompted by news of the self-immolating act of Mohamed Bouazizi in Tunisia 
in 2011. Rather, the creative research is concerned with the principal metaphor of 
burning for the human condition used by the Buddha. The work retains visual 
resonances with self-immolation, particularly with the act of the Venerable Thich 
Quang Duc in Vietnam in 1963.  
The first Buddhist precept emphasises non-harm (Avihimsa in the Pali) to all sentient 
beings.2 In the Sallekha Sutta the Buddha is quoted as saying: “‘Others will be cruel; we 
shall not be cruel here’: effacement should be practiced thus:”3 Ironically, the history 
of Buddhism shows many instances of self-harm that is both visualised and accepted.4 
This apparent inconsistency, along with images from this history will be examined in 
this chapter and related to the nature of self and the suffering interwoven with 
selfhood that the creative work explores. The process of burning figures of myself and 
others to make the artworks was described in Chapter 2.  Making that art invoked a 
Buddhist history that encompasses self-sacrifice, suicide, self-mortification and self-
immolation.  
                                                        
1. Martin Kovan, “The Year of Great Burning”, Overland, No. April 2013, 38-43.  
2. The Pali chant Panatipata veramani sikkha padam samadiyami [I undertake the precept of avoiding 
harming any sentient beings] is recited in temples around the world.  
3. Bhikkhu Nanamoli, The Middle Length Discourse of the Buddha, 123. 
4. See, James A Benn, Burning for the Buddha: Self-Immolation in Chinese Buddhism, (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2007). 
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Self-Sacrifice in Buddhism 
The creative works can be situated against Buddhism’s long history of imagery of self-
sacrifice that began with the now-canonical Jataka tales.5 The composition of these 
stories started approximately a century after the death of the historical Buddha, and 
continued to be written for at least the following four centuries. They are, effectively, 
morality tales that are still taught to children in Buddhist cultures today. The Jataka 
tales were also precursors of the later Lotus Sutra of the 2nd century CE, still popular in 
China today, where the stories of self-sacrifice are recounted.6 The key story of self-
sacrifice that features in both the Jataka tales and the Lotus Sutra is that of Prince 
Mahasattva. He was considered an enlightened being, and termed a Bodhisattva (a 
Buddha in waiting). In the story, he witnesses a scene of starvation and offered himself 
up as food to a hungry tigress and her cubs. In some versions of the image, the 
sacrifice happens by the prince falling into the tigress’s lair; in others, he cuts off his 
own flesh and feeds it to the tigress (Figure 5.1). As a Bodhisattva, his self-
mortification is considered wholesome, beneficial, and neutral in karmic terms. In his 
sacrifice, the prince has neither clinging attachment nor aversion to the tigress, and 
has therefore demonstrated his self-lessness. 
                                                        
5. Richard Gombrich, What the Buddha Thought, (London, Equinox Publishing, 2009), 12. 
6. Benn, Burning for the Buddha, 54. 
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Figure 5.1. Artist Unknown, Hungry Tigress Jataka Image, 650CE. Tamamushi Shrine, Kyoto 
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Suicide in Buddhism 
Suicide creates moral and ethical ambiguities that are difficult to reconcile with the 
Buddhist precept of non-harm.7 Images of self-mortification widespread in the Vedic 
India of the time of the Buddha are still in evidence today. McEvilley has shown that 
suicide practices were accepted as part of Sramana (independent wandering ascetic) 
practice at the time of the Buddha, with Sramana deaths recorded in ancient Greek 
commentaries.8 There are contemporary cultures of self-mortification that exist within 
both the Brahmana (orthodox) and Sramana traditions.9  
The Buddha taught a deliberate middle path between polarities of self-mortification 
and self-indulgence: “Bhikkhus, these two extremes should not be followed by one 
who has gone forth into homelessness”.10 The first precept of non-harm is complicated 
by the pragmatism of Buddhism. In certain circumstances however, suicide was clearly 
acceptable. The Early Buddhist Texts relate several examples of people who have been 
fully released from suffering, which is to have ultimately given up the strongest 
clinging attachment, to continued existence. This attachment is to a willing forward 
(Sankhara), the desire to continue life that negates complete presence in the moment. 
The clinging aggregate of will involves the impelling, fabricating and fantasising 
processes of an imagined future. In letting go of this attachment, there is no ambition 
to continue to create a self. All tendencies to will a self and future for the self are 
stilled in this process of not-self.  
Suicide, in this context, may then be seen as an option when there is no benefit to self 
or other in this life. Two Suttas that describe this freedom from willing forward provide 
                                                        
7. In its time, this precept marked the Buddha’s teaching from other schools of thought. On one side, 
Mahavira and the Jains were in the self-mortification camp, and on the other, the materialist and 
hedonist strategies of the Carvakas. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, 
1175.  
8. Thomas McEvilley, The Shape of Ancient Thought: Comparative Studies in Greek and Indian 
Philosophies, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2002). McEvilley quotes an ancient Greek inscription as a 
reference to self-immolation: “Zarmanochegas, an Indian, a native of Bargosa, having immortalized 
himself according to the custom of his country, here lies.” There was no indication as to whether 
Zarmanochegas was a Jain or Buddhist, but mentions of “gymophosists” (naked ascetics) suggest he was 
a Jain. Nakedness was a key Jain practice. These practices may even have influenced later Christian self-
mortifiers such as the Desert Fathers. 
9. The Buddha was a Sramana, working against the prevailing orthodoxy of Brahmanism. 
10. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1844.   
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the meaning of the second mark of existence, not-self (Anatta). The Vakkali Sutta and 
the Gilana Sutta respectively describe a monk and a layperson who are both in pain 
and terminally ill.11 The Buddha visits both protagonists Vakkali and Citta and finds 
each gravely ill. Rather than offer platitudes, the Buddha chooses to teach them as 
they lay dying, by reviewing the teaching on the five clinging Khandhas. In each case he 
concentrated on willing (Sankhara) and clinging to continued existence. Immediately 
understanding the implication of the teaching, the monk, Vakkali, releases his 
attachment to continued existence, and later ends his life. The householder, Citta, is 
similarly on his deathbed. His friends encourage him to think of the future as a way of 
ignoring his situation. Yet he refuses to do this and is released from the clinging 
Sankhara aggregate and cycles of suffering.12 Vikkali and Citta each kill themselves by 
“using the knife” as described in the Suttas.13 Neither leaves any karmic trace by their 
actions and therefore, they require no further rebirth into the cycles of suffering. 
These two acts of suicide were not condemned by the Buddha; in each case there was 
no attachment to continuity.  
In contrast, other instances in the Anapanasamyutta speak of splinter groups of the 
Buddha’s students performing acts of mass suicide, in keeping with other prevailing 
ascetic annihilationist practices, possibly those of the Jains. A group of ten students, 
then later a group of 20, are also recorded as “using the knife”.14 The Buddha 
condemned their actions. In these circumstances suicide was counter to ethical 
precepts as well as the monastic rules, and would have ethical and karmic 
consequences as a result of the attachment to self-mortification. 
The Buddhist scholar Stephen Batchelor provides an account of the difference 
between the acts and contextualised the nature of self:  
While for the ordinary person (Puthujjana) suicide is ethically equivalent to 
murder, for an Arya (enlightened one) it is acceptable under circumstances 
                                                        
11. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 938 and 1157. 
12. The name Citta means purity of heart/mind. 
13. It is worth noting that the Vakkali Sutta is grouped with others in in the Khandhasamyutta. Bhikkhu 
Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 940.  
14. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Samyutta Nikaya, 1773. 
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that prevent further spiritual practice. For the Arya is no longer bound to 
the craving that drives the endless cycle of death and rebirth, his or her 
liberation being guaranteed within a finite period of time. For the highly 
advanced spiritual practitioner, the mundane understanding of self no 
longer applies. This type of practitioner leaves no karmic trace in the action 
of taking their own life. They are no longer a ‘normal’ human being with 
affective potential, nor causing affective responses in others. They are now 
‘thus gone’ and clear of karmic consequence.15 
Self-Immolation 
“Self-immolation” became the English language euphemism for auto-cremation in the 
1960s.16 Over the centuries, the practice has taken on a magical and folkloric tone that 
diverges from the pragmatic cases from the Early Buddhist Texts noted above. In 
Chinese legends, highly realised and revered monks chose to self-immolate, often in 
acts of defiance against malevolent rulers. In these stories, the monks magically 
spontaneously burst into flame. Such occurrences are understood as a harmonising act 
within the mythical Chinese cosmos. Within these myths and within the cosmic order, 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are believed capable of assuming different bodies, a 
process possibly borrowed from early Hinduism, which has similar avatars. One of 
those assumed bodies may be that of the self-immolator. Thus, Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas may teach ideas of selfless offering in this mystical, albeit extreme, 
manner without their earlier bodies being affected by the violence and negative 
karma. On the act’s completion, the actor acquires heavenly status. Benn cites the 
story of Doajin who offered his own body to starving people, prompting the then 
Chinese ruler into action. This story echoes the earlier Jataka tale of Prince 
Mahasattva.17 
                                                        
15. Stephen Batchelor, “Existence, Enlightenment and Suicide: The Dilemma of Nanavira Thera”, 
http://www.stephenbatchelor.org/index.php/en/existence-enlightenment-and-suicide/ (accessed 
November 13, 2013).  
16. The writer James Benn has alternatively termed the act of setting oneself on fire as auto-cremation 
because it better refers to what is actually happening James A Benn. Burning for the Buddha: Self-
Immolation in Chinese Buddhism. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 8. 
17. Benn, Burning for the Buddha, 28. 
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Benn sites the practice of self-immolation in one of the key texts of Vietnamese 
Mahayana Buddhism, The Great Perfection of Wisdom Treatise:  
What is to be understood by the fulfilment of the perfection of generosity 
appertaining to the body which is born from the bonds and karma?  
Without gaining the Dharmakaya (the dharma body- or awakening) and 
without destroying the fetters the bodhisattva is able to give away without 
reservation all his precious possessions, his head, his eyes, his marrow, his 
skin, his kingdom, his wealth, his wife, his children, and his possessions 
both inner and outer; all this without experiencing any emotions.18 
Benn later references the 10th century Chinese compiler Zanning who said that self-
immolation, forbidden in the Theravada, becomes more equivocal for the later 
Mahayana because of the influence of Hinduism.19 After such an act, the body is 
reborn into the Pure Land of the Mahayana, a cosmology that sits outside the Early 
Buddhist Texts. Benn emphasises that this conception of self-immolation, in both 
Chinese and Tibetan societies, is not something that only occurred in a romanticized 
medieval period:  
If contemporary scholarship has tended to relegate self-immolation to the 
margins, then that tendency reveals more about nineteenth and twentieth 
century constructions of Buddhism as a rational middle way than it does 
about how Chinese Buddhists viewed (and continue to view) aspects of 
their own practice.20  
The imagery of self-immolation can be seen today in Chinese and Korean martial arts 
movies that are based loosely on the Jataka tales.21 In present-day China and South 
Korea, students of Buddhism have their fingers and arms burnt in acts of symbolic self-
immolation, associated with the hope of developing selflessness. Such seemingly 
arcane practices, given recent history, are at odds with a Modernist Buddhism that is 
                                                        
18. Benn, Burning for the Buddha, 140. 
19. James A Benn, Burning for the Buddha, 110. 
20. James A Benn, Burning for the Buddha, 20. 
21. For example, Kim, Ki-Duk, Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter... and Spring, (Los Angeles Sony Classics, 
2003). 
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now situated within Western cultures that are based on reason and empiricism. This is 
also a rationale for the creative research for this thesis being situated within the 
purview of Modernist Buddhism.  
 
Figure 5.2. Chung Sung-Jun, Children Becoming Buddhist Monks, 2010, photograph. Seoul 
 
The Self Immolation of the Venerable Thich Quang Duc 
Thich Quang Duc was a senior Vietnamese Buddhist monk who self-immolated at an 
intersection in downtown Ho Chi Minh City on 11 June, 1963. The act was performed 
as a protest against the treatment of Vietnamese Buddhists by the South Vietnamese 
Catholic government of Ngo Dinh Diem.  
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Figure 5.3. Rage against the Machine, album cover, 1992 
The image shown in Figure 5.3 is taken from the cover of the 1992 compact disc by the 
American band, Rage against the Machine. This is a cropped version of the original 
news photograph taken by Malcolm Browne. The image of the monk’s self-immolation 
is used here as an emblem of the ethos of rejection and rage suggested by the band’s 
name. The image shows an unfathomably still self defying the larger machinations that 
motivated this act.  For both subject and viewer, there is no way out of this intense 
suffering. Both are trapped within it and the image is abject, particularly in this 
application. There is no room for transformation. This image can be placed at the 
extreme end of the spectrum of suffering in images that Bal proposed, which was 
discussed in Chapter 4. In this adaptation of the image, the cropping decontextualises 
the image from its historic moment − the surrounding scene and spectators have been 
removed.  
The larger frame of the original image, as well as other shots of the scene, show the 
fuller context of the act and opens it to wider interpretation. The series of 
photographs show that the Venerable Duc’s actions cannot not be interpreted as an 
act of self-sacrifice when removed from its context. His self-immolation was a carefully 
orchestrated event; the media, including the photographer Malcolm Browne and 
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reporter David Halberstam, were forewarned. It was a well-documented event, as the 
complete series of images, seen in full frame, demonstrates. 
Duc’s fellow monks and nuns knew of his plans. Prior to his act, he had addressed the 
Sangha (the community of monks and nuns) at length. He had consulted with the 
senior Sangha members and had written down his plans and reasons. At the appointed 
hour, he and his fellow Sangha members moved to the chosen location. Members 
were organized to deliberately block the passage of police and ambulances who 
attempted to respond. The monks had previously advised selected journalists, 
including Halberstam, that something significant was going to happen at this place and 
time. The full images show the monks and nuns of the order massed around the 
intersection to stop police reaching Duc. Michelle Yang has commented: “Self-
immolations that are photographed, like Duc’s, are rhetorical performances in which 
the immolator, photographer and viewer all participate”.22 Owing to its consequences, 
it cannot be said, then, that the action taken by Duc was a solitary act of a realised 
person. Venerable Duc’s actions had far-reaching consequences. While he set himself 
alight to stop the persecution of Buddhists, history would reveal that this act was 
significant in bringing about the eventual end of the American war in Vietnam. 
                                                        
22. Michelle Murray Yang, “Still Burning: Self-Immolation as Photographic Protest”, Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 97, no. 1 (2011): 1-25, 3. 
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Figure 5.4. Malcolm Browne, The Burning Monk (Thic Quang Duc), 1963 
 
Figure 5.5. Malcolm Browne, The Burning Monk (Thich Quang Duc), 1963 
When I look at the photographs by Malcolm Browne, and read Halberstam’s account, 
below, I feel thankful that I was not there. The act still devastates in reason and affect: 
Flames were coming from a human being. His body was slowly withering and 
shrivelling up, his head blackening and charring. In the air was the smell of 
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burning flesh. Human beings burn surprisingly quickly. Behind me I could hear 
the sobbing of the Vietnamese who were now gathering. I was too shocked to 
cry, too confused to take notes or ask questions, too bewildered even to 
think.23 
Like the stories of the monk and the householder, the images of Venerable Duc raise 
questions as to the nature of the self. Here was a Buddhist monk doing harm to 
himself, aided and condoned by his Buddhist order. The Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh 
has argued for the difference in interpretations of Duc’s self-immolation: what he sees 
as a non-karmic act of self-immolation, and the alternative view of the self-harm of 
suicide. This was done in the form of a letter to Rev. Dr Martin Luther King, reproduced 
in the Appendix. For Thich Nhat Hanh, the latter act would be condemned by Buddhist 
scripture, while the former view would consider the act to be that of a realised being, 
even though it was a protest against perceived wrongs.24 In his letter to Dr King, Thich 
Nhat Hanh clearly articulates the role of Sankhara, or will in the action of Thich Quang 
Duc, and perceived that the act would have no karmic consequences. But, sadly, this 
was not the case.  Duc’s actions have set in train discernible karmic consequences. For 
one, there were consequent copycat actions (the Werther effect).25 Among these were 
those of Quakers who then used self-immolation to protest the American War in 
Vietnam.26   
Sallie King summarised the comments of eight Buddhist leaders of the time on the 
nature of the self and the idea of consequence in the context of engaged, or activist, 
Buddhism, which presented a range of responses: some for, some against, some 
equivocal. She concluded that the action of Duc caused imitations.27 King also makes 
                                                        
23. David Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire, (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007). 
116. 
24. This was articulated in Thich Nhat Hahn’s letter to the Reverend Martin Luther King in 1965, 
published as Thich Nhất Hanh, Vietnam: The Lotus in the Sea of Fire (London: SCM Press, 1967).11-20.  
25. Sallie B King, Being Benevolence: The Social Ethics of Engaged Buddhism (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 2006), 26. 
26. The most notable of these acts was Norman Morrison’s self-immolation outside the window of US 
Secretary of Defence, Robert McNamara, in 1965. See, Sallie B. King, They Who Burned Themselves for 
Peace: Quaker and Buddhist Self-Immolators during the Vietnam War (Honolulu, University of Hawaii 
Press, 2000). 
27. King, Being Benevolence. 112. 
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the point that such actions do not represent the Middle Way of Buddhism, while 
conceding that such acts did influence the trajectory of the war: “Each self-immolation 
moved thousands of people to work to end the war”.28 King also examined the 
semantic argument that a preceding act of actively accepting the negative karma 
generated by self-harm cancels that negative karma. As the Ten Unanswered 
Questions of the Buddha, discussed earlier, declare, this is speculation. We cannot 
conceive of and measure self and other-than-self by theorising.29  
It is worth noting the stance of His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama. Martin Kovan reports 
that His Holiness had initially condemned self-immolation as doing harm to a living 
sentient being. His Holiness’s position has, however, changed. It is now one of guarded 
neutrality whereby he neither condemns nor praises the act, probably because self-
immolations continue in Tibetan communities in protest against Han Chinese 
persecution.30 Kovan also notes Mohandas Gandhi’s support of suicide as a “viable” 
option in his reading of the Satyagrahi (holders of truth), volunteers in Gandhi’s Indian 
civil resistance movement. This conception of self-sacrifice has similarities to an 
equivocal Buddhist view.31  
The practice of self-immolation asks challenging questions about the status of 
individuals who burn themselves. What is burning? The Buddha refused to discuss the 
nature of self − which supports the translation of Anatta as not-self − in the Sixteen 
Unanswered Questions, and later the Ten Unanswered Questions, as noted 
previously.32 For the Buddha to have answered these questions would only contribute 
to suffering, since any answer must strengthen either eternalist or materialist 
arguments − which are simply views.  
                                                        
28. King, They Who Burned Themselves for Peace. 139. 
29.  Cheyney Ryan considers the unpublicised self-immolation of Alice Hertz, in front of the Pentagon in 
1965.  His more nuanced position is that the act is within the purview of non-violence because it was 
“undramatic” – there was no impulse to self-publicise in this case. It was conceived as an act of Christian 
compassion in which the actor is moved to “mystical oneness with Christ”. The intent was to “share the 
suffering” in the West. Cheyney Ryan, “The One Who Burns Herself for Peace.” Hypatia 9, No. 2 (Spring 
94, 1994), 21.  
30. Martin Kovan, “The Year of Great Burning.” Overland No. 210 (April, 2013), 38-43.  
31  Kovan, The Year of Great Burning. 
32. Bhikkhu Bodhi, Majjhima Nikaya, 92, 533, 590.  
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Instead of speculation, what Buddhism instead proposes is the constant investigation 
of self, to question every phenomenon where the construction “this is mine, this I am, 
this is myself” may be observed. The purpose is to find “this is not mine, this I am not, 
this is not myself” in each of these existential phenomena.33 This constant inquiry into 
the construction of a self through the processes of the clinging Khandhas, as has been 
detailed in preceding chapters, asks not what one is, but how one is.34  
The images discussed here, and those I have made for the creative research 
component of this thesis, are not about any mystically or politically motivated self-
burning. Rather, these images stand as metaphors for the ongoing process of suffering 
expressed as burning selves. Their purpose is to reveal the fires of delusion that 
continuously burn inside my self, as the Buddhist texts describe. The intention of 
working with metaphor and analogising the burning of any flesh and bone is to 
contribute to an ultimate lessening of the suffering of world’s, others’ and my selves. 
The upright stances of the burnt figures of my artwork suggest their vitality. They are 
not corpses; do not represent incineration by auto-cremation.  
My burnt imagery references instances of self-immolation from the complex history of 
images of self-mortification in Buddhism. That history and its imagery are deeply 
distressing, and challenging to the modernist view of Buddhism that I hold. The 
artwork draws from and is drawn into this history but makes no claim to answer the 
ethical and doctrinal questions that such acts raise. By presenting these images, the 
creative research brings attention to how layers of the constructed self can be peeled 
away, only to reveal more. Their aim is to take the viewer, who stops, sees, smells and 
touches in a connected sensory experience, towards awareness. This is the 
understanding that visual art has the power to summon. 
Conclusion 
Self is a delusion that causes suffering. The foundation of Buddhism is not-self. Yet its 
historical associations of self-sacrifice, suicide and self-immolation is tested by 
                                                        
33. Bhikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A New Translation of the Samyutta 
Nikaya,), 901.  
34. Sue Hamilton, Identity and Experience, 196. 
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Avihimsa, the Buddhist precept of non-harm. How, then can self-immolation and 
Avihimsa coexist? From my research, I have concluded that the practice of harm and 
the idea of non-harm do not sit easily together. Harm is harm, except in the 
circumstance of enlightenment, of which we have only descriptions of the moment, 
not afterwards. 
Buddhism questions the delusive self so that we come to understand it is the cause of 
suffering, and that it has neither substance nor permanence. Questioning reveals the 
ever-changing processes of Dependent Origination, or cause and effect. Everything 
changes in a process of transience. The imagining, and imaging of these ideas situates 
the creative work.   
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Conclusion  
The purpose of this thesis and creative research was to answer the questions of how 
visual art might be used to understand the Buddhist concept of suffering; and how the 
Buddhist modelling of suffering can deepen understanding of the creation and the 
perception of visual art. 
The creative research involved looking at the Buddha visualisations of Dukkha, or 
suffering, in the Early Buddhist Texts, which invoked the metaphor of the burning self. 
The studio research was to fabricate a series of works that expanded these 
visualisations. A methodology was developed over the past four years by 
experimenting with burning representations. Initially, I created seated figures, which 
evolved to standing figures, as representations of my self, which also expressed a 
vitality that arose conceptually as I grappled with the dilemma of self-immolation that 
has been a part of Buddhist history. I experimented with different materials and 
physiognomies, disfiguring each figure as a site of suffering, by burning. The final 
format of the burnt figures brings together, through the interaction of the senses, the 
visual qualities and olfactory and tactile values of the figures that manifest as 
experience. 
Answering the second part of the question pointed to a particular set of tools that can 
be used in understanding the creation and the perception of visual art through a lens 
of suffering. In a Buddhist sense, any illusion of the permanence of either a created 
artwork, or a person, is the root of suffering. Conversely, an emphasis on awareness 
and insight into impermanence based on knowledge may offer an end to suffering. 
This was expressed in the fragility of the materials. That, and the disintegrated and 
disintegrating figures are key to the works. The sense of smell plays an important part. 
The knowing of fragility, disintegration, and impermanence with and through 
representations of bodies recognises that we know with, and through the entire body 
using the six senses, including mind.  
The dissertation comprises of five chapters. Chapter 1 outlined the motivation, 
rationale, and methodology of the creative research. The Early Buddhist Texts, 
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principally the Adittapariyaya or Fire Sutta were discussed and related to the creative 
works as metaphor. The development and fabrication of the works was set out. A 
historical and etymological investigation of suffering was made to understand its 
dimensions from the perspective of Buddhism. The English term suffering, connoting 
existential anguish, stress and unsatisfactoriness, was adopted as a translation of the 
early Pali term Dhukkha.  
The second chapter then detailed Buddhism’s three interconnected levels of suffering 
taken from the Buddha’s first teaching. The processes of the clinging Khandhas, shown 
to be where suffering ultimately lies, were introduced. This Buddhist concept provides 
an integrated model of reason and emotion, and mind and body, for looking at visual 
art imagery using the whole body undivided from the mind. This form of 
understanding was then related to affect as it has been understood in analysing 
responses to art, noting that theories of affect have depended on acceptance of the 
isolation of thought from the totality of the senses.  
Chapter 3 presented theoretical contexts for writings on suffering. Buddhist concepts 
include the unity of Citta, or heart and mind. Buddhism’s pragmatic approach to 
inquiry, cyclic view of time, the dilemma of views, and the interrelatedness of all 
phenomena exemplified in the metaphor of Indra’s Net. A survey of theorists of the 
depiction of suffering in art revealed the dangers and issues associated with the 
imagining and imaging of suffering, beginning with Adorno and Sontag. The later, 
cautious perspectives of Elaine Scarry and Mieke Bal were contrasted with that of 
Mark Ledbetter, whose more inclusive stance proposes a spectrum of responses more 
aligned with a Modernist Buddhist perspective.  
Chapter 4 discussed the work of six artists who have encapsulated suffering in their 
work in terms of the whole body as the site of knowing. The chapter paired works by 
Doris Salcedo and Oscar Munoz, Bill Viola and Zhang Huan, and Mark Rothko and 
Richard Serra to examine how approach, materiality and form can differently elucidate 
suffering for the viewer, and contribute to visual understanding. In the second part of 
the chapter, meetings of Buddhism and contemporary art were mapped. The 
conceptual underpinnings, art practices and exhibitions in which the creative research 
is situated were mapped, beginning with the Awake Consortium in the US in the early 
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2000s. Exhibitions in the US and Australia since that time that have invoked Buddhism 
as an outward theme were surveyed. It was found that local exhibitions, similarly to 
American counterparts, have involved work that has been influenced almost 
exclusively by developments in later Buddhisms, particularly Zen. Suffering, or the 
pragmatism of Early Buddhism, was rarely addressed. This thesis, and my studio 
research has sought to narrow that chasm.  
The final chapter addressed the question of self by relating images of self-immolation 
to its history in Buddhism, and to the creative work for this project. Images, meanings 
and associations of this practice were examined to expose similarities and differences 
in the aims and intentions of the creative work. This returned the discussion to the 
question of how to reconcile the Buddhist history of self-sacrifice and the precept of 
non-harm; the history and imagery pointed to the seeing of self as a delusion.  
The research has been a journey to understand the Early Buddhist Texts and their 
metaphors more deeply. It has not been taken in order to remake suffering, but find a 
way of articulating suffering visually to see it more clearly without adding to the 
world’s suffering. Buddhism brings the operations of the heart and mind (Citta) to 
light. It is through an awareness of processes of Citta that the cessation of suffering 
may come about. The practices of visual art are able to make manifest the 
construction and unmaking of a self, when materiality is perceived through the unity of 
the senses. The viewer is enabled to know through the whole body that the self is 
process, and therefore, impermanent. 
“By directly knowing and fully understanding the all, by developing dispassion towards 
it and abandoning it, one is capable of destroying suffering”.1 This quotation, from the 
Salayatanavagga of the Samyutta Nikaya is a summation of the processes of this 
research. 
The “all” in this case is our human body and its six sense spheres, the wholeness with 
and through which suffering is known. By letting go our attachment to a body that is a 
process of change and refusing the clinging of the Khandhas and the psychophysical 
                                                        
1. Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha, 1142. 
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phenomena created through their workings, we can remove our suffering. The 
“knowing” of the quotation cannot be conceived in a solely intellectual sense, by a 
mind divorced from the body that informs it.  
As makers and viewers of art, we can become aware of the processes of attraction and 
repulsion. Through its myriad materiality and powers of representation art can awaken 
us to how we identify and create self through will.  
The next works 
There are a number of aspects arising from the creative research that I have begun to 
explore. The first is the markings made on the figures. These are the burn marks, 
splatters and bubbling across the surfaces of both figures and ground. The marks and 
scars on the figures intrigue me more and more. Their aesthetic is alluring, disturbing 
and powerful. When working on the 3rd Forest, I was especially drawn to the surfaces 
around the nuns’ figures. These marks on the figures become more fascinating when 
visualised in a larger field in a further development of the surfaces. By burning more 
deeply into both figures and ground, my aim is to create ashen pockmarks. I am also 
planning to work with different burning techniques that may include gunpowder and 
magnesium, inspired in large part by the work of Cai Guo Qiang.2 
Another quality I am currently researching is the symbolism and physicality of the 
vertical composition, as my response to the work of Rothko and Serra that I have 
detailed here. I am attracted to vertical rectangle as a symbol of the body; tall, 
attenuated and powerful. I feel the anthropomorphic shape very powerfully and have 
started making vertical panels in cardboard. I visualise these panels as abstracted 
burnt surfaces without reference to an actual human body within the picture plane. 
The rectangular shape stands as the body. I am imagining these panels displayed as 
wall, in addition to floor, works, sitting in shallow box frames, somewhat like Japanese 
screens. If framed, the works will not be sealed in glass. The odour of the work remains 
an important part of its being known.  
                                                        
2. http://www.caiguoqiang.com/ 
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Catalogue of work presented for exhibition 
Title: The Forest #4 
Dimensions: variable installation 
Media: Gold leaf and shellac on burnt cardboard, with wood supports. 
Date: 2016-2017 
	
Appendices 
Appendix A: Images of works, including The Forest #4. 
Appendix B: Thich Nhat Hahn’s letter to The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King 
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Appendix A_1 
 
The 1st Forest (detail), Lachlan Warner, 2014. Sydney: Conny Dietzschold Gallery 
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Appendix A_2	
 
 The 2nd Forest (detail), Lachlan Warner, 2014. Sydney: Sydney College of the Arts Gallery 
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Appendix A_3 
 
The 3rd Forest, Lachlan Warner, 2014. Sydney: Sydney College of the Arts Gallery 
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Appendix A_4 
 
 The Forest #4 Lachlan Warner, 2017. Sydney: Sydney College of the Arts Gallery 
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Appendix A_5 
 
 
The Forest #4 Lachlan Warner, 2017. Sydney: Sydney College of the Arts Gallery   
APPENDICES 
135 | P a g e  
 
Appendix B 
Thich Nhat Hahn: Letter addressed to Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, June 1, 1965.  
(Reproduced from Nhất Hạnh, Thich, Vietnam: The Lotus in the Sea of Fire. (London: 
SCM Press, 1967.) 11.) 
The self-burning of Vietnamese Buddhist monks in 1963 is somehow difficult for the 
Western Christian conscience to understand. The Press spoke then of suicide, but in 
the essence, it is not. It is not even a protest. What the monks said in the letters they 
left before burning themselves aimed only at alarming, at moving the hearts of the 
oppressors and at calling the attention of the world to the suffering endured then by 
the Vietnamese. To burn oneself by fire is to prove that what one is saying is of the 
utmost importance. There is nothing more painful than burning oneself. To say 
something while experiencing this kind of pain is to say it with the utmost of courage, 
frankness, determination and sincerity. During the ceremony of ordination, as 
practiced in the Mahayana tradition, the monk-candidate is required to burn one, or 
more, small spots on his body in taking the vow to observe the 250 rules of a bhikshu, 
to live the life of a monk, to attain enlightenment and to devote his life to the salvation 
of all beings. One can, of course, say these things while sitting in a comfortable 
armchair; but when the words are uttered while kneeling before the community of 
sangha and experiencing this kind of pain, they will express all the seriousness of one’s 
heart and mind, and carry much greater weight.  
The Vietnamese monk, by burning himself, say with all his strength [sic] and 
determination that he can endure the greatest of sufferings to protect his people. But 
why does he have to burn himself to death? The difference between burning oneself 
and burning oneself to death is only a difference in degree, not in nature. A man who 
burns himself too much must die. The importance is not to take one’s life, but to burn. 
What he really aims at is the expression of his will and determination, not death. In the 
Buddhist belief, life is not confined to a period of 60 or 80 or 100 years: life is eternal. 
Life is not confined to this body: life is universal. To express will by burning oneself, 
therefore, is not to commit an act of destruction but to perform an act of construction, 
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i.e., to suffer and to die for the sake of one’s people. This is not suicide. Suicide is an 
act of self-destruction, having as causes the following:  
• lack of courage to live and to cope with difficulties  
• defeat by life and loss of all hope  
• desire for non-existence (abhava)  
This self-destruction is considered by Buddhism as one of the most serious crimes. The 
monk who burns himself has lost neither courage nor hope; nor does he desire non-
existence. On the contrary, he is very courageous and hopeful and aspires for 
something good in the future. He does not think that he is destroying himself; he 
believes in the good fruition of his act of self-sacrifice for the sake of others. Like the 
Buddha in one of his former lives — as told in a story of Jataka — who gave himself to 
a hungry lion which was about to devour her own cubs, the monk believes he is 
practicing the doctrine of highest compassion by sacrificing himself in order to call the 
attention of, and to seek help from, the people of the world.  
I believe with all my heart that the monks who burned themselves did not aim at the 
death of the oppressors but only at a change in their policy. Their enemies are not 
man. They are intolerance, fanaticism, dictatorship, cupidity, hatred and discrimination 
which lie within the heart of man. I also believe with all my being that the struggle for 
equality and freedom you lead in Birmingham, Alabama... is not aimed at the whites 
but only at intolerance, hatred and discrimination. These are real enemies of man — 
not man himself. In our unfortunate fatherland we are trying to yield desperately: do 
not kill man, even in man’s name. Please kill the real enemies of man which are 
present everywhere, in our very hearts and minds.  
Now in the confrontation of the big powers occurring in our country, hundreds and 
perhaps thousands of Vietnamese peasants and children lose their lives every day, and 
our land is unmercifully and tragically torn by a war which is already twenty years old. I 
am sure that since you have been engaged in one of the hardest struggles for equality 
and human rights, you are among those who understand fully, and who share with all 
their hearts, the indescribable suffering of the Vietnamese people. The world’s 
greatest humanists would not remain silent. You yourself can not remain silent. 
America is said to have a strong religious foundation and spiritual leaders would not 
allow American political and economic doctrines to be deprived of the spiritual 
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element. You cannot be silent since you have already been in action and you are in 
action because, in you, God is in action, too — to use Karl Barth’s expression. And 
Albert Schweitzer, with his stress on the reverence for life and Paul Tillich with his 
courage to be, and thus, to love. And Niebuhr. And Mackay. And Fletcher. And Donald 
Harrington. All these religious humanists, and many more, are not going to favour the 
existence of a shame such as the one mankind has to endure in Vietnam. Recently a 
young Buddhist monk named Thich Giac Thanh burned himself [April 20, 1965, in 
Saigon] to call the attention of the world to the suffering endured by the Vietnamese, 
the suffering caused by this unnecessary war — and you know that war is never 
necessary. Another young Buddhist, a nun named Hue Thien was about to sacrifice 
herself in the same way and with the same intent, but her will was not fulfilled 
because she did not have the time to strike a match before people saw and interfered. 
Nobody here wants the war. What is the war for, then? And whose is the war?  
Yesterday in a class meeting, a student of mine prayed: “Lord Buddha, help us to be 
alert to realize that we are not victims of each other. We are victims of our own 
ignorance and the ignorance of others. Help us to avoid engaging ourselves more in 
mutual slaughter because of the will of others to power and to predominance.” In 
writing to you, as a Buddhist, I profess my faith in Love, in Communion and in the 
World’s Humanists whose thoughts and attitude should be the guide for all human 
kind in finding who is the real enemy of Man. 
	
June	1,	1965	
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